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Abstract
Transcendental contractualism is an attempt to explain the objectivity of reasons
against wronging.

Chapter one discusses Scanlon's Contractualism and Utilitarianism. 1
argue that Scanlon fails to establish the motivational and normative basis for right
and wrong. In chapter two I explain Scanlon's revised account of motivation and
defend it from Humean and anti-Humean alternatives. In chapter three I discuss
the normativity of what we owe to each other. I use the structure of Williams’s
distinction between internal and external reasons. I describe the varieties of
internalism and externalism about normative reasons, and describe Scanlon as a
weak externalist who is also committed to the objectivity of normative reasons. I
argue that the combination of weak externalism and objectivity regarding the
nature of normativq reasons is problematic. In chapter four I endorse the general
approach of the buck-passing argument, but criticise Scanlon's version. I develop
an augmented buck-passing argument that is brought to bear in chapter five. 1
employ fhe augmented buck-passing argument to refute the charges of circularity
and redundancy. In the second part of this chapter I describe the problems of
normative scepticism, and explain that Scanlon cannot establish the objectivity
and a priori nature of the reasons against wrongihg. In chapter six, I turn to the
transcendental arguments of Strawson's Individuals, and argue that when
combined with Scanlon's account of the nature of intentional action and the
structure of right and wrong, they can refute the scepticism of the amoralist, and
those who challenge the priority of what we owe to each othe;. I argue that the

transcendental argument for practical personhood is able to show that original



moral properties of contractualism are necessary, universal, and a priori. I
conclude that the argument for transcendental contractualism is able to provide for

the objectivity of normative reasons, and their necessary connection to motivation.
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Introduction
My thesis is intended as a response to the problem of scepticism about the
normativity of right and wrong in Scanlon's contractualism. Transcendental
contractualism is a shorthand for the combination of arguments I draw together
from Scanlon and Peter Strawson; it is an attempt to explain the objectivity of
reasons z;ga.inst wronging.

My thesis is concerned with Scanlon's What We Owe to Each Other. 1
begin with an examination of Scanlon's earlier Contractualism and Utilitarianism,
as this sets the context for the discussion of later chapters. The problems that
issued from this original article were directly responsible for many of the
revisions presented in his later book. I am concerned to identify one key question
in Scanlon's contractualism: the normativity of right and wrong. One of the basic
arguments of my thesis is that Scanlon does not satisfactorily establish that what
we owe to each other is objective, and necessarily ascribable to all. Whilst the
content and extent of the arguments vary widely between the original presentation
and the later book, the same basic problem remains.

However, the persistence of my criticism should not distract from my
endorsement of Scanlon's account of the nature of right and wrong, and much else.
I am convinced, as I hope to explain, that much of what we find in What We Owe
to Each Other should be accepted. And so I have the dual intention, in my
discussion, of explaining the presence and origin of the problem of the
normativity of contractualism whilst describing, defending, and sympathetically

revising the key doctrines regarding the nature of right and wrong. My intention



is to specify the origin of the problem of the normativity of contractualism, and to
suggest how we can address this problem. The nature of the problem, I argue, is
that Scanlon is unable to provide an account of the necessity, universality, and
objectivity of what we owe to each other. In order to address this problem, we
need to look beyond Scanlon's contractualism, and towards transcendental
arguments derived from Strawson's Individuals. These transcendental arguments
can explain the universality and necessity of the concept of a person. This is an
argument for the objectivity §f persons as mutual ascribers of self-consciousness.
The transcendental argument for the mutual ascription of self-consciousness is
important to refute the normative sceptic who, I argue, does not ascribe the
properties of personhood universally or a priori. Strawson argues that to ascribe
personhood to oneself is, neceésaxily, to ascribe it to other persons. The amoralist
is not, we conclude, exceptional or exempt.

Whilst I hope to present a convincing account of what I have described as
transcendental contractualism, I have a broader aim, which I hope will become
clear in the course of the discussion. I am concerned that the general ambition of
constructivist theories such as Scanlon's are unable to account for the possibility
of objectivity in moral and political theory because pf a reluctance to engage in
metaphysics. I turn to Strawson's Individuals as an example of descriptive
metaphysics that should not offend against constructivist sensibilities. My
~ broader aim then is to promote the promise and compatibility of transcendental
arguments and constructivism. Transcendental contractualism, as I will present it,
is one possible version, but it seems to me that there is much scope for the pursuit

of other transcendental constructivisms.
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I shall briefly summarise the.contents of my thesis. Chapter one begins
with a discussion of Scanlon's Contractualism and Utilitarianism. 1 argue that
Scanlon intends to show that morality is more than a special taste or preference,
but that he in fact fails to establish that the motivational and normative basis for
right and wrong is anything other than contingent. Chapter two begins the
discussion of What We Owe To Each Other. 1 explain Scanlon's revised account
of motivation. We discuss Humean and anti-Humean views of the constitution of
motivation, and I compare Scanlon's account to varieties of each. I conclude that
Scanlon's understa.hding of motivation withstands criticisms from both sides of the
Humean divide, and presents a convincing and compelling understanding of
intentional action. In chapter three I begin our discussion of the normativity of
what we owe to each other. I use the structure of Williams’s distinction between
internal and external reasons. I describe the varieties of internalism and
externalism about normative reasons, and descﬁbe Scanlon as a weak externalist
who is also committed to the objectivity of normative reasons. I present
Scanlon’s arguments against internalist conceptions of normative reasons, and
amplify some of his arguments with reference to the work of Jonathan Dancy. 1
conclude chapter three by arguing that there is a structural problem in the
combination of weak externalism and objectivity regarding the nature of
normative reasons. Weak externalism takes the view that reasons may exist
independently of subject’s motivations, whereas the commitment to objectivity
asserts that the reasons are normative for all persons. The combination of weak
externalism and objectivism seems to allow for the possibility of a person

claiming exemption from objective reasons because they do not possess the
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appropriate motivation. I ask if there isa way to combine weak internalism with
objectivism, and therefore avoid this problem. This question informs the
discussion of subsequent chapters. In chapter four I examine Scanlon's account of
value. This is an ixhportant stage in his discussion, as it sets out the relationship
between right and good. The buck-passing argument is presented as a response to
the open question problem. When analysing the relationship between objects and
their goodness, we are faced with the possibility, when stating that ‘the beach is
pleasant’, of being asked, ‘but is it good?’ This question has an open feel. In
response to this problem, Scanlon suggests the buck-passing move, where the
good is not described as an independent property in itself, but rather as the higher
order property of objects that have some particular substanfive value. The ‘buck’
of the good is passed onto the particular substantive properties. I endorse the
general approach of the buck-passing argument, but suggest that it is problematic
as it stands. I develop an augmented buck-passing argument that draws on
arguménts from Jonathan Dancy and Jay Wallace. On my augmented buck-
passing argument, both the right and the good must be regarded as higher order
formal properties: the property of being of value, or of having a reason. Iuse fhis
augmented buck-p#ssing argument to respond to critics of the buck-passing view
in general. The augmented buck-passing argument is brought to bear in a central
discussion of chapter five. This chapter is concerned with the content and scope
of what we owe to each other, and I employ the augmented buck-passing
argument of chapter four to refute the charges of circularity and redundancy.
However, in the second part of this chapter, I emphasise how Scanlon has not

escaped the problems that we encountered in chapter one. I describe the problems
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of normative scepticism, and explain thaf Scanlon cannot explain the objectivity
and a priori nature of the reasons against wronging. I discuss Susan Mendus’s
arguments against Scanlon’s account of the relationship between partial and
impartial reasons. I agree with Mendus’s criticisms, but offer some qualifications
of her alternative account. The explanation of the objectivity and the a priori
nature of the reasons against wronging is the topic of chapter six. In this chapter I
turn to the transcendental arguments of Strawson's Individuals, and argue that
when combined with Scanlon's account of the nature of intentional action and the
structure of right and wrong, they can refute the scepticism of the amoralist, and
those who challenge the priority of what we owe to each other. I present
Strawson’s arguments, and discuss the validity of transcendental arguments. I
argue that Strawson’s self-directed transcendental argumeﬂts can respond to the
classic objection made by Stroud and others, namely that transcendental
arguments only provide contingent, and not objective, validity. I argue that the
transcendental argument for practical pefsonhood is able to show that original
moral properties of contractualism are necessary, universal, and a priori. They are,
in other words, objective. I am particularly interested in Strawson’s argument for
the necessary mutual ascription of self-consciousness to persons. This, it seems to
me, provides a promising route to refute the sceptical amoralist. I conclude by
returning to the discussion of internal and external reasons. I suggest that the
argument for transcendental contractualism is able to provide for the objectivity of
normative reasons, and their necessary connection to motivation. This argument

draws together many of the stands of thesis.
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Before these strands are woven together in the arguments for
transcendental contractualism, we begin with Scanlon’s initial account in

Contractualism and Utilitarianism.
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Chapter One
CONTRACTUALISM AND UTILITARIANISM

Introduction

In Contractualism and Utilitarianism, Scanlon presents his version of
contractualism as part of a wider discussion of contractualism in Rawls and
Harsanyi. Although this work is one chapter in a collection of essays, it had a
remarkable influence on the discussion of contractualism in moral and political'
philosophy. Not only did it provide a rich source of debate and analysis, it also
presented probléms that Scanlon addressed explicitly in his later book. It is
important, therefore, to begin with a discussion of Scanlon's original presentation
of contractualism: for its lucidity, but perhaps more importantly to identify
difficulties that will feature throughout our later discussions.

In section one, I will set out the aims of Scanlon's contractualism. As we
will find throughout our discussion, Scanlon takes the ordinary experience of
moral life very seriously, and hopes to present a théory that is consistent with our
deeply held intuitions about the subject matter and status of moral judgment. This
theory is, of course, intended to clarify and illuminate our ordinary moral
experience, but we will see that Scanlon is very attentive to what he calls the
phenomenology of moral life. We will see that Scanlon identifies two threats to
the description of morality that he wants to provide. These are doubts about the
priority and importance of right and wrong. Although somewhat different in

nature, these two doubts challenge the normativity of moral reasons. After setting
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out the contents of Scanlon's contractualism as presented in this original article in
section two, I will argue that Scanlon is unable to account for the importance and
priority of contractualism in the term he hopes. This prepares the ground for the
much more detailed arguments and revisions in the later What We Owe to Each

Other.

1. The Importance and Priority of Contractualism

For most of us, moral failure is perhaps the most serious failure of all. We may
judge that someone has terrible taste in ﬁusic, or is an intellectual nincompoop,
and regard both these as serious failings. But to say that someone has acted
wrongly, or is a morally bad person, is to make a judgment of a different order. It
seems as though morality belongs in a special category in our lives. Scanlon takes
this ordinary experience of the special nature of morality at face value, and
regards its explanation as one of the central questions to be addressed by his
contractualism.

A satisfactory moral philosophy will not leave concern with
morality as a simple special preference, like a fetish or a special
taste, which some people just Happen to have. It must make it
understandable why moral reasons are ones that people can take
seriously, and why they strike those who are moved by them as

reasons of a special stringency and inescapability.'

The ‘special stringency and inescapability’ of moral reasons is derived
from the importance and priority of morality in our lives. Why do we regard
morality as especially important in our relationships with others? One simple

answer is that the morality of right and wrong concerns how we treat others, and

M. Scanlon, ‘Contractualism and Utilitarianism’ in Utilitarianism and Beyond, ed. Bemard Williams and
Amartya Sen, (Cambridge University Press, 1982), 106
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how we ourselves are treated. We can of course have moral concern for the non-
human world. Many people regard their relationship with the environment or
with animals as having a moral dimension. But Scanlon’s sole concern is with
our relationships with other people. And in those relationships, the morality of
right and wrong affects our standing with others in a way that other concerns do
not. Our tastes in art or pleasure are, for the most part, relations between the
object and ourselves: relations of enjoyment or stimulation, faith or solace. Such
differences may affect the texture and quality of our relationships with others, but
we can sustain relationships even if we value different things. ‘The effects of a
failure to be moved by considerations of right and wrong are not, however,
confined in this way. This failure makes a more fundamental difference because
what is in question is not a shared appreciation of some external value but rather
the person’s attitude toward us.’> We may encounter someone who shares our
taste in food, music, and literature, but who does not have a place for moral values
in their lives. They might recognise the existence of the institution of morality,
but not relate towards us with any notion of our moral standing. If this person is
gentle, sensitive, faithful, and wise, we might enjoy their company. They need
not be vicious and heinous; they need not be immoral. But éccording to Scanlon,
the role of morality is so central in our relationship with others, that there would
be a fundamental breach in our relationship. We might call this person the
amoralist. So morality is especially important because our identity as persons is
fundamentally important to how we regard others and ourselves. Our relationship

with others is affected in a more profound way if someone fails morally rather

2 ibid., 159
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than in any other way, and it is affected irreparably if a person is an amoralist.
Can contractualism meet the challenge of the amoralist?

Perhaps we can rebut the amoralist, and show that they cannot escape the
claims of morality. But we could also meet a person who accepts the value of
morality, but disagrees that it should take priority over other values automatically.
Again, this might not mean that they treat people badly. But they might regard
the values of friendship, neighbou;liness, parenthood, or citizenship as of greater
priority in their relationship with others. They might reject the priority of the
value of the morality of right and wrong, where people are valued first and
foremost as persons as such and in their particular identities only secondly. The
particular values of friendship, shared religious faith, or common racial identity
might be of greatest priority to them. Such people might agree that everyone
stands subject to the limits of morality, but they might deny tﬁat the value of the
morality of right and wrong should take priority in each and every instance. As a
consequence, the kinds of reasons that they would accept in justification of their
~ actions would be constituted by the particular values that apply to the case at hand.
Put more abstractly, the standards of normative justification would be c;onstituted
by the nature and kinds of values they prioritize. But Scanlon would disagree
with someone who didn’t prioritize the value of right and wrong.

Scanlon's challenge is to refute the amoralist, and persuade everyone else
that the value of right and wrong should take priority over other values that might
provide normative reasons in justification. He considers it a central task of his

contractualism to “...explain both the priority that the part of morality it describes
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claims over other values and the special importance we attach to being moved by

it...”

2. Contractualism and Utilitarianism

Scanlon’s initial account of the morality of right and wrong was presented as a
descendant of Rawls’s argument in A Theory of Justice. One of the important
features of Rawls’s contractualism for Scanlon was that it offered an alternative to
the utilitarian account of moral motivation and moral reasoning. Rawls’s
proposed foundation of moral motivation was a commitment to the value of the
equal moral standing of persons in themselves. The conception of Amoral
reasoning offered in place of aggregation was reasonableness. These two features
taken together seemed to offer the prospect of a non-utilitarian moral theory that
was not based on queer metaphysics, perhaps like intuitionism, nor on formal
rationality, like Kant.

Following Rawls, Scanlon characterized the coinmitment to the value of
persons in terms of a shared motivation to be in agreement with others on just and
fair terms. The notion of agreement has of course featured prominently in many
very different kinds of moral theories. These different kinds of moral
contractualism are often differentiated by how they characterise the motives and
values of the people involved in the agreement. Famously, Hobbes thought that
we were driven to seek agreement because there were no inherent limitations on
the values we hold or the means we choose to pursue them, and such
permissiveness on our means and ends created a fear for our lives that drove us to

- seek mutual assurance on prudential grounds. Rawls’s notion of agreement draws

3 ibid., 187
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from a quite different tradition, where it is held that people regard themselves and
others as of integral value in virtue of their personhood. Agreement, at least in
part, is a metaphor for the moral respect for others as persons.

The contrast might be put as follows. On one view, concern with
protection is fundamental, and general agreement becomes
relevant as a means or a necessary condition for securing this
protection. On the other, contractualist view, the desire for
protection is an important factor determining the content of
morality because it determines what can reasonably be agreed to.
But the idea of general agreement does not arise as a means of
securing protection. It is, in a more fundamental sense, what

morality is about.*

However, Scanlon hoped that his version of contractualism would provide
a more simple and direct basis upon which to derive non-utilitarian moral
requirements than that given by Rawls. Rawls seemed to be arguing that in order
to derive authoritative moral principles (of justice in his case), a person’s complex
motivational commitments needed to be mediated through the procedure of the
original position and the veil of ignorance. This procedure was designed to bé fair
to all persons by filtering out any partial, unreliable, or selfish interests. On one
reading, Rawls is here trying to present accurately the complex, and perhaps
contradictory, interests of reasonable people, and isolate those interests upon
which it is most appropriate to build an account of justice. The authority of the
principles is therefpre derived from the fact that they would have been chosen by
a self-interested perSpn, with an effective sense of justice, throﬁgh a procedure
designed to prevent the person choosing principles that would be partial or unfair.

It is worth mentioning that, for all the discussion of Rawls’s Kantianism, this is a

4ibid., 128
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fundamentally un-Kantian position. The basis of morality is not our rationality,
and the pﬁnciplés of justice are not categorical or derived from formal features or
capacities of reason. For Rawls, and perhaps for all contractualists, a moral agent
~ is constituted by their ability and motivation to act reasonably, according to their
commitment to the value of the equal moral standing of persons. Reasonableness
involves a judgment about the considerations that count in favour or against a
moral principle. This is a substantive moral judgment about substantive moral
principles and values. It is not a methodical application of a formal rule derived
from an account of our rationality. Contractualism is concerned with reasons and
reasonableness, and not reason and rationality.

Although Scanlon shared Rawls’s commitment to the notion of agreement
on moral terms, he criticised Rawls’s characterization of the agreement. Scanlon
recognised that the authority and priority of the principles of justice did not derive
from their construction in the original positidn behind the veil of ignorance. The
authqrity of these moral principles was derived from the basic commitment a
person has to the value of the equal moral standing of persons in themselves. The
complicated machinery of Rawls’s argument could be substituted with the basic
and direct commitment to fairness (now characterised more generally as rightness).
This commitment provides the grounds for the priority and authority of the moral
requirements of right and wrong. In the process of justifying the principles to
another person, the strongest argument you could present is that these are the
principles that they indeed want, as evinced by their commitment to the value of
the equal moral standing of persons. The procedure might clarify this to them, but

it would not in itself provide another reason. It merely serves to clarify the

21



original reasbn that is derived from their fundamental commitment to the value of
the equal moral standing of persons. |

So far we have been speaking in terms of a fundamental commitment to
the value of the equal moral standing ‘of persons. But what, more precisely, is the
nature of this commitment? In what way are we committed to this value?

For Scanlon, our commitment is our desire. Scanlon claims that we are
not only moved by selfish desires to promote our own self-interest whenever we
can do so with little risk. Nor are we so driven by a fear of others’ ruthless pursuit
of their own interest, that benevolent feelings are consuﬁled by a desire for

“protection. Scanlon is certainly not claiming that our desires and interests are
entirely altruistic, only that the importance and priority of morality is bomn from a
compelling desire to be in a relationship of respect with others. He argues that
people have a basic desire to seek agreement with others similarly motivated on
terms no one could reasonably reject. We will see later on that Scanlon is
somewhat unclear about the origin of this desire, but he claims very clearly that
we have good grounds to regard it as a common feature of peoples’ constitution.
The cultural and familial norms of respect for persons, and the importance of
reasonable justifiability as a standard of conduct, provide deep foundations for
such a desire.

In fact it seems to me that the desire to be able to justify one’s
actions (and institutions) on grounds one takes to be acceptable is
quite strong in most people. People are willing to go to
considerable lengths, involving quite heavy sacrifices, in order to
avoid admitting the unjustifiability of their actions and
institutions. The notorious insufficiency of moral motivation as a -

way of getting people to do the right thing is not due to simple
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weakness of the underlying motive, but rather to the fact that it is
easily deflected by self-interest and self-deception.’

We provide a home for many different desires and interests, some of
which can conflict. The presence of a conflict between our moral desire and
perhaps some very self-interested desire does not invalidate the importance or
even the existence of the moral standards. It is the case that some of our most
deeply held, truly desired, values are often not at the forefront of our mind and
actions. Our desire to live a long and healthy life might be seldom heeded. But
the immediate absence, or perceived absence, of such a desire does not exempt us
from the claims of morality. Scanlon’s concemn is to identify a specific desire for
the value of morality, and to argue that whilst it is not indefeasible, it is the origin
of the priority and importance of right and wrong.

What must an adequate philosophical theory of morality say about
moral motivation? It need not, I think, show that the moral truth
gives anyone who knows it a reason to act which appeals to that
person’s present desires or to the advancement of his or her own
interests. I find it entirely intelligible that moral requirement
might correctly apply to a person even though that person had no

reason of either of these kinds for complying with it.®

Scanlon's argument for the importance and priority of morality rests on his
view that we desire a certain moral state of affairs. We can distinguish two broad
features of this argument: the motivation and the normative thesis. In
Contractualism and Utilitarianism, Scanlon does not spend much time discussing
the details of his argument for the motivation thesis or the normative thesis.

However, it is clear from his later discussion in What We Owe To Each Other that

% ibid., 117
% ibid., 105
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Scanlon had in mind what he later came to call the standard desire model. I will
describe Scanlon's deployment of this argilment in Contractualism and

Utilitarianism.

3. The Importance and Priority of Our Desire to be Moral
a) The Question of the Priority of Morality

¢

Does Scanlon's contractualism provide ‘...a particularly plausible account of
moral motivation’?” Has Scanlon shown that contractualism as a moral theory can
‘...explain both the priority that the part of morality it describes claims over other
values and the special importance we attach to being moved by it...’?* I will
suggest that as presented in Contractualism and Utilitarianism, it cannot. We will
look first at the question of priority, and then at importance.

Scanlon intends his moral theory to explain why the value of the equal
moral standing of persons would take priority over other values. For Scanlon, the
motivational origin of our commitment to right and wrong is located in the desire
to value others, and be ourselves valued, as persons of equal moral standing. We
pointed out that Scanlon recognised that this would be one amongst a range of
other desires, and that it would frequently not take priority amongst other
competing desires and interests. He acknowledged that this desire is easily
deflected. There does not seem to be anything integral to this desire that would
make us give it priority over other competing desires. It does not seem to be
constituted by a special strength or intensity if it is so easily defeasible. If it did in

fact have a special intensity or power, this would make it different from other

desires, and would need to be accounted for. No such claim is made, nor

7 ibid., 104
8 ibid., 187
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argument given. If the requirements of being a great artist, excellent scholar, or a
loving parent take priority over moral requirements in a person’s relations with
others, Scanlon seems to have no argument to say why this is mistaken or wrong.
The argument for the mere existence of this desire is not an argument for its

priority.

b) Importance and the Amoralist

We have seen that the desire to reach agreement with others on reasonable terms
might not necessarily take greater priority over other values. Even though
Scanlon's account leaves the priority of morality questionable, the problem itself
assumes the presencé of such a desire in the first place. Scanlon also says that the
morality of right and wrong affects our relationships with others in a more
significant way than other commitments we may have. What happens to the
importance of morality in our relations with others if the desire is lacking?

For a person to able to act morally, they must have the required desire.
Scanlon seems to accept that a substantive desire to value morality is required to
motivate agents. But he does not explain why an agent would have a desire to
value morality at all. Scanlon could take the view that the moral desire follows
from certain natural desires shared by all humans. But this is a difficult argumént
to make, and is missing in his account. There is more reason to think that Scanlon
regards the presence of the desire as a matter of socialization. But if the desire is
the product of our ‘moral education’, what can we say to those who have not had
this desire promoted in their education? This cannot be a moral failing, because
the scope of morality is defined by the presence of the desire in the first place.

Scanlon has no argument about human nature, or the human good that would
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allow him to claim that such a lack is a moral or even natural deficiency; it is
merely an empirical absence on his account, much like someone who has no care
for music or sport. It seems as though a concern with right and wrong is reduced
to a special preference or taste. On this account, a person could well recognise the
existence of moral claims for others, even treat it with respect and admiration, but
they would relate to moral claims as a respectful atheist to a great religion. They
may recognise the importance of morality to others, but have no desire, and
therefore no motivation, to act morally. Just as the absence of a motivation to be
faithful marks one aspect of atheism, the absence of a motivation to be moral
marks one aspect of amoralism. It might be a matter of fact that there are people
amongst us who have no such motivation to be moral. They are in the moral
world but not of the moral world. If this is something that a moral theorist accepts
then they have to abandon any hopes of a human morality. Morality becomes a
club or a union whose rules only apply to its members. But whilst we can accept
that not everyone wants to join clubs or be in a union, Scanlon’s original intention
is not to describe morality in such a limited way. Scanlon clearly does not want to
accept the possibility of amoralism.

If we had no desire to be able to justify our actions to others on
grounds they could reasonably accept, the hope of gaining...
protection would give us reason to try to instil this desire in others,
perhaps through mass hypnosis or conditioning, even if this also
meant acquiring it ourselves. But given that we have this desire

already, our concern with morality is less instrumental.’

But if we don’t have this desire already, the importance and priority of

morality seems to either rest on our need for protection, or on our special interest

% ibid., 128
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in being in a certain kind of relationship with others. This is precisely the

opposite of what Scanlon had originally intended his contractualism to establish.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have examined Scanlon's original presentation of his
contractualism. Scanlon's intention is to provide an account of the normative |
content of right and wrong, but also of the normativity of right and wrong. For
Scanlon, the normativity of contractualism consists in its priority over other
wvalues, and in its scope over all persons who are guided by the goal of living
alongside others on terms which cannot be reasonably rejected. We have seen,
however, that Scanlon's is unable to show that morality must have this status in
our lives.

In his later work Scanlon in fact says ‘[f]o say that people have reasons not
to mistreat others, or reasons to provide for their own future interests, only if
doing so promotes the fulfillment of their present desires has seemed to many
people to make the requirements of morality and prudence “escapable” in a way
that they clearly are not.”'® Unfortunately, it is still far from clear how the moral

claims of contractualism are inescapable.

10 Scanlon, What We Owe To Each Other, (London, The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1998),
42
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Chapter Two
DESIRES AND MOTIVATION

Introduction

In Contractualism and Utilitarianism Scanlon argues that a commitment to a
contractualist understanding of right and wrong is derived from a desire to live
with others on terms that could not be reasonably rejected. We argued that in the
absence of an argument to the contrary, the presence of this desire is contingent.
Therefore, the normativity of the reasons and the motivation to be moral is
contingent. On this view, Ireasons against wronging apply only to those motivated
by this desire. Morality seems relegated to a special taste or fetish.
Contractualism was meant to prevent this. In his introdﬁction to What We Owe to
Each Other Scanlon concedes that this was °...a particularly serious fault.’! In
this chapter we will examine Scanlon’s attempt to remedy this fault. |

According to Scanlon's contractualism, justification provides the
- motivational basis and the normativeAcontent of what we owe to each other. This
means that the goal of living on terms that are justifiable to others is sufficient to
motivate people to act on moral reasons, and that the content of principles of right
and wrong is justified in terms of tms ideal. We will, in the course of the
following chapters, examine the nature of Scanlon's claim that justification
provides the normativity, in content and authority, of moral reasons. In this

chapter though, we will concentrate on Scanlon's reconsideration of motivation. I

' M. Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other, (London, The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,
1998), 7

28



will begin by setting out the difference between motivating and normative reasons.
Whilst we should not understand this as a distinction between two types of
reasons, it is helpful to describe two kinds of questions we can ask of someone’s
actions: on what grounds did they act?; was their action justified? The question of
motivation relates to the understanding of the constitution of intentional actioﬁ.
This question is much discussed in terms of a debate between Humean and anti-
Humean conceptions of motivation. I will set out the difference between these
views, in order to locate and analyse Scanlon's particular arguments regarding
motivation. I will then examine Scanlon's argument for the constitution of
motivation in terms of reasons as considerations. Scanlon's argument is a kind of
anti-Humeanism. I will discuss challenges to Scanlon's anti-Humeanism from
various Humean and alternative anti-Humean perspectives. I will argue strongly
in favour of Scanlon's account of motivation, and show ways in which Scanlon is
able to respond to the various alternatives and their criticisms. With a clearer idea

of the constitution of motivation, we can begin to examine the grounds and scope

of the normative reasons of right and wrong.

1, Motivating and Justifying Reasons

a) Beliefs and Desires

Intentional action can be understood from the perspective of a person’s
motivations or their justifications. The motivational perspective explains the
reasons a person had for performing their action; the justificatory perspective
addresses the question of whether there were in fact good reasons for their action.
Let us take the example of Richard’s act of smelling roses. Richard’s motivation

may be explained by his enjoyment of the fragrance of fresh roses. However,
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Richard’s enjoyment of the fragrance of fresh roses may not be sufficient to
justify his action. If the roses were silk and not real, we may say that Richard was
not justified in smelling the roses. The explanation of intentional action is
normally taken to include an account of both motivation and justification. We can
therefore discuss intentional action in terms of motivating and justificatory
reasons.

It should be noted that justificatory reasons are sometimes described as
normative reasons. For instance Jonathan Dancy, Derek Parfit, and Scanlon
generally use the phrase normative reasons instead of justificatory reasons.?
‘However, I will retain the term justificatory reasons on two grounds. Firstly, the
motivating/justificatory reasons distinction that I am introducing does not exactly
map the distinction between normative and operative reasons that Scanlon uses.
To use the term normative reasons to refer to two somewhat different notions may
prove unhelpful. Secondly, the normativity of justificatory reasons is one of the
issues that we will be examining. Consequently, I believe the term justificatory
reason is, for our purposes, clearer.

The constitution and role of motivating and justificatory reasons is
disputed hotly. In this chapter we will focus solely on the nature of motivating
reasons, and the role of desires in their constitution.

The view that motivation necessarily includes desires is often described as
Humean.? On a standard reading of the Humean model of motivating reasons,

intentional action is constituted by the combination of belief and desire. The two

2 see Jonathan Dancy, Practical Reality, (Oxford University Press, 2000), 1; Derek Parfit, ‘Reasons and
Motivation’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society,(Supplementary Volume), 71 (1997), 98-130; and
Scanlon, What We Owe, 18-19.

* I leave aside the question of whether this is what Hume said. Dancy notes ‘There is a classic position in the
theory of motivation that is known as Humeanism, despite the fact that it bears little resemblance to the views
of its supposed progenitor, David Hume.’ Jonathan Dancy, Practical Reality, 10
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are required because they perform different roles that can produce intentional
action only in unison. Desires are regarded as integrally motive. They are
oriented towards the world as we would like it to be, and express an attraction or
repulsion that is often experienced viscerally. A desire appears to include the.
necessary physical and mechanical dimensions of an act. The integral propulsive
qualities of desire connect the aims of the subject with a subject’s powers of
action. Desire at once includes the notion of a goal, and the kinetic power to
achieve that goal. Thus, the energy that moves us to act is the familiar and
intelligible phenomenon of a desire: we would all attest to the empirfcal reality of
urges, impulses, feelings, and repulsions. The existence of desires as just
described seems obvious, their perception evident, and their power to move
indubitable. But the energy of desire needs administration and organization. The
cognitive powers of belief are required to present an understanding of the present
state of affairs, and also to find the means to produce the state of affairs sought by
desire.

For an intentional action to take place, its agent must have a
suitable combination of beliefs and desires, there must be
something that the agent wants, an aim or goal which the proposed
action subserves in some way...Further, the agent must have
suitable beliefs to the effect that the action is likely to subserve
that goal.*

Typically, Humeanism perceives an asymmetry between desire and belief.
The animating power of desire is seen as the force that enables a person to move
from inertia to action, and therefore integral to an account of intentional action,

rather than a simple intention. Different Humeans present different views of the

4 Dancy, Practical Reality, 10-11
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composition of belief and desire. In Donald Davidson’s influential discussion,
desire and belief are described broadly.

Whenever someone does something for a reason, therefore, he can
be characterized as (a) having some sort of pro attitude toward
actions of a certain kind, and (b) believing (or knowing,
perceiving, noticing, remembering) that his action is of that kind.
Under (a) are to be included desires, wantings, urges, promptings,
and a great variety of moral views, aesthetic principles, economic
prejudices, social conventions, and public and private goals and
values in so far as these can be interpreted as attitudes of an agent

directed toward actions df a certain kind.*

Humeans can therefore allow for a wide variety of phenomena to fulfil the

roles of belief and desire, whilst maintaining that they are required in combination.
b) Humeanism and Meta-Ethics

Humeanism features within the broader contemporary meta-ethical debate. This
debate is normally described in terms of a disagreement between realists and anti-
realists, cognitivists and non-cognitivists, and Humeans and anti-Humeans.
Broadly speaking, realism and anti-realism disagree about whether there are such
things as moral facts, and moral objects underlying these facts. A realist may
argue that there are such phenomena as moral objects, although these objects
could be described as conditions of our rationality rather than immaterial objects
such as the Good. Cognitivists and non-cognitivists argue about the nature and
effect of our judgment of moral phenomena. A recognisably cognitivist view may
argue that our judgments can be truth-apt (capable of being, or being akin to,

judgments with truth values), whilst a non-cognitivist may argue that our moral

5 Donald Davidson, ‘Actions, Reasons, and Causes’ in Donald Davidson, Essays on Actions and Events
(Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1980), 4

32



judgments are more akin to expressions of our dispositions or preferences.
Humeans, as just described, argue that motivation necessarily includes desires or
pro-attitudes, whereas anti-Humeans suggest that motivation can be explained
solely in terms of our cognitive judgments, such as beliefs. Put in these terms, we
can see how a motivational Humean may typically take a non-cognitivist view of
moral judgment. A non-cognitivist view of moral judgment as the expression of
our dispositions as pro-attitudes would seem to fit happily with a Humean
commitment to desires as essential to motivation. However, as is perhaps to be
expected, different philosophers present many various permutations of these
views, and we should not expect all anti-realists to be non-cognitivists and
Humeans. We will refer to these meta-ethical distinctions throughout our
discussion. For our present purposes, I wish to leave aside the question of realism
and anti-realism, and concentrate on the problem of Humeanism and anti-
Humeanism in motivation, and its relation to cognitivism and non-cognitivism.

As we saw in the previous chapter, Scanlon merely employs rather than
examines the notion of desires in Contractualism and Utilitarianism. However, it
is reasonable to assume that he had some kind of Humean picture of motivation in
mind. In recognition of the serious fault that this caused to his contractualism,
Scanlon was prompted to undertake

...a deeper examination of reasons and rationality, which led to
the conclusion that my initial assumption about reasons and
desires got things almost exactly backward. Desire is not a clearer
notion in terms of which the idea of having a reason might be
understood; rather, the notion of a desire, in order to play the

explanatory and justificatory roles commonly assigned to it, needs
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to be understood in terms of the idea of taking something to be a

reason.’®

Scanlon makes a move from a Humean to an anti-Humean view of

motivation. And in so doing he develops a novel cognitivism.

2. Scanlon's Reasons as Considerations
a) Primitive Reasons
We might describe a Humean view of motivating reasons as a compound notion:
it consists in the combination of a belief and desire. The subsidiary notions of
belief and desire together constitute a motivating reason for intentional action.
Scanlon, however, now offers an entirely different account of a motivating reason.
A reason should not be understood as a compound synthetic notion, composed of
two distinct phendmena: desire and belief. It should instead be understood as a
single, irreducible notion. A reason is a consideration that counts in favour of
something. The relation of ‘counting in favour of” is the single constituent of the
notion of a reason. This relation cannot be understood in simpler more basic
terms such as belief and desire. Its simplicity is indissoluble, analytic, and
primitive. It is in this sense, the sense that a reason consists solely in the relation
of counting in favour of something, that Scanlon takes ‘...the idea of a reason as
primitive.”” For Scanlon, having a motivation is simply having a reason as a
consideration that counts in favour of something.

The object of a reason is a judgment-sensitive attitude. A judgment-
sensitive attitude is an attitude that is 'an appropriate subject of evaluation,

revision, and justification. We may not have arrived at these attitudes consciously

¢ Scanlon, What We Owe, 8-9
7ibid., 17
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or reflectively, but we are still responsible for them. They are subject to our more
or less conscious affirmation, and are capable of alteration upon reflection. They
include a wide range of intentional phenomena, such as beliefs, aspirations,
dispositions, and comportments. |

These are attitudes that an ideally rational person would come to
have whenever that person judged there to be sufficient reasons
for them and that would, in an ideally rational person,
“extinguish” when that person judged them not to be supported by
reasons of the appropriate kind. Hunger is obviously not a
judgment-sensitive attitude; but belief is, and so are fear, anger,
admiration, respect, and other evaluative attitudes such as the view

that fame is worth seeking.®
A reason is primitive in the sense that it is composed of a single notion, a
consideration that counts in favour of something. The object of a reason, that is,
the thing that a reason counts in favour of, is a judgment-sensitive attitude. These
judgment-sensitive attitudes may include beliefs, but they are not constituted by
beliefs singly. For Scanlon, to deny that our actions are connected to such

¢

judgment-sensitive attitudes °...one would need to regard all one’s actions as
things that rherely happen, and to abstain from taking at face value any thought

about what could be said for or against performing them.”

b) Reasons and Rationality

We have seen that judgment-sensitive attitudes are in part characterised by their
association with our powers of reasoning. They are attitudes that are connected to
our capacities for reflection, evaluation, and decision. For Scanlon, to be capable

of judgment-sensitive attitudes is part of what it means to be a rational creature.

8 ibid., 20
% ibid.
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But rationality is understood in very broad terms. ‘Rationality involves
systematic connections between different aspects of a person’s thought and
behaviour. But it is sufficient for rationality in the general sense I am describing —
sufficient for being a rational creature — that thesé connections be systematic, not
merely accidental or haphazard.”'® A person is only being irrational if they hold
contradictory judgments simultaneously. We might hold conflicting attitudes of
course and still be rational: ‘I can take my hunger to be a reason for getting up and
at the same time recognize my fatigue as a reason not to get up, and I am not
necessarily open to rational criticism for having these conflicting attitudes.’"' But
a person who judges that they have good reasons to ¢, and simultaneously that
they do not have good reasons to ¢, must be described as irrational. We may
have grounds to criticise, disagree with, and reject a pefson’s judgments about the
reasons they have, but these are substantive criticisms about their reasons as
judgments, and not necessarily grounds for describing them as irrational.

Given the range of information and relevant considerations that may bear
on any single question of judgment, it is doubtful if we could ever give a full
account of what it is most rational to do. But between the extremes of irrationality
and the most rational thing to do, stands the important notion of reasonableness:
‘...I suggest that judgments about what is or is not reasonable to do or think are
relative to a specified body of information and a specified range of reasons, both
of which may be less than complete.’? The range of information and reasons is

defined by the purpose and object of the judgment. Scanlon claims that part of

19bid., 25
ibid., 24
2 ibid., 33
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what it means to be unreasonable is to fail to take all the relevant information or
reasons into account.‘ When we are discussing the quality of a person’s reasons,
we are discussing the reasonableness of their judgment, not primarily whether
they are being rational or irrational; when we argue about the appropriateness or
soundness of someone’s judgments, we are disputing the reasonableness of the
judgments. If we accuse someone of being irrational, we are in effect disputing
whether he or she has made a judgment at all. So the notion of a reason is
connected to the capacity of reasonableness. Rationality is a necessary, but not
sufficient condition of reasonableness. Practical reasons are concemned with
judgment-sensitive attitudes. They can be requested to provide an account of the
evaluations, considerations, decisions, or omissions that affected our intentional
attitudes and actions. Reasonableness refers to the quality of our judgments.
Rationality is simply a condition that partly enables us to make reasonable

judgments.

¢) Reasons in the Standard Normative Sense
A reason as a consideration that counts in favour of something is a reason as an
evaluation. It includes more than the notion of a belief. Beliefs are frequently
objects of reasons as considerations, but not the constituent whole of reasons. A
reason as a consideration is an integrally evaluative, and normative notion. It isin
this sense that Scanlon describes his cognitivist notion of a reason as a
consideration as a ‘...reason in the standard normative sense.’"

As we saw in section one, cognitivism and non-cognitivism are often

associated with anti-Humeanism and Humeanism respectively. As Humeanism

Bibid., 19
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operates with a distinction between desires and beliefs, cognitivism is often
defined in terms of beliefs. Jonathan Dancy's ‘pure cognitivism’ about motivating
reasons is defined in terms of beliefs, for example." Scanlon's view is certainly
anti-Humean, and certainly cognitivist, but his cognitivism is not composed
simply of beliefs. The normativity of reasons as considerations is a distinctive
feature of his cognitive anti-Humeanism.

We can now perhaps see more clearly why it is more helpful to
characterise our discussion of Scanlon's view of intentional action in terms of
motivating and justificatory reasons. For Scanlon, a reason is a normative notion,
in the sense that it involves an evaluation that a consideration counts in favour of
something. Scanlon accepts that we can ask what a person’s operétive reason for
acting was. An operative reason is still a reason in the standard normative sense,
as it is the biographical fact of what the person took as their considerations that
counted in favour of acﬁng. An operative reason can be distinguished from a
justified normative reason, as the reason that in fact counts in favour of something.
A person’s operative reason is a specific instance of a reason in the standard
normative sense, and may or may not be. justified. Our discussion of motivation
in Scanlon refers to the motivational efficacy of reasons in his ‘standard
normative sense.” We are addressing the question of the nature and role of desires
in the motivational efficacy of normative reasons. The question of the grounds
and judgment of the justification of these normative reasons is a separate question.
In ‘this chapter we are concerned with what makes a normative reason a

motivating one. In later chapters we will address the question of what makes a

1 We will discuss this in greater detail in section 5(c) when we compare Scanlon and Dancy's cognitivism.

38



normative reason justified, and what does justification amount to in

contractualism.

3. Reasons and Desires

We can discern three different arguments in Scanlon's account of desire. Firstly,
he examines the phenomenology of desire, and finds that the phenomena referred
to in the Humean notion of desires are not capable of motivation. Upon close
examination, the phenomenology of desire reveals material events, cognitive
judgments, and normative evaluations. Secondly, Scanlon argues that the
structure of practical reasoning reveals that desires are unnecessary to an account
of motivation, and do not fit appropriately the manner in which we deliberate.
Thirdly, Scanlon allows for a limited sense of desire as the sometimes-unbidden
distractions on our attention. But even in this limited sense, the objects of our
attention, and the process of paying attention, are both in the form of reasons as

considerations.

a) The Phenomenology of Desire

Scanlon argues that motivation is constituted by the considerations that count in
favour of ¢ing. The presence of a reason in the standard normative sense is
sufficient to motivate action. In order to make his argument, Scanlon analyses the
phenomenological experience that is associated with having a desire, and aims to
show that the phenomena involved are incapable of motivating action. He gives
the example of being thirsty, and suggests that this experience consists in three -
components: ‘...a present sensation (the dryness in the throat), the belief that

some action would lead to a pleasant state in the future, and my taking this future -
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good to be a reason for so acting... the motivational work seems to be done by my
taking this future pleasure to count in favour of drinking.’"

A Humean may argue that the motivation is provided by the desire to slake
my thirst. But for Scanlon, this notion of desire does not apply to any of the
available phenomena. The original thirst is a sensation, a feeling of discomfort. It
is not, in itself, a desire. It is like being in a draft, or having a headache, it is
something that happens to us, and és a material event, it has no intentional or
practical qualities in itself. This sensation may provide a prompt for cognition.
We may judge that drinking water or closing the window could alleviate this
sensation. This judgment may be taken as good grounds for the belief that this
future state of being out of a draft, or slaking my thirst, is attractive. This belief
may then itself be taken as good grounds to act to attain this future state. That is,
the belief in the attractiveness of this future state may be taken as a good
normative reason for acting. The initial prompt is not a desire but an event; we
form a belief of the attractiveness of the future; and judge that this belief counts in
favour of acting to slake my thirst. The Humean notion of a desire as we
characterised it in section one, is absent.

A Humean might accept that an intentional action consists primarily in
deliberated evaluations, but would ask: why would you deliberate about drinking
without the urge to drink? Surely deliberations need an original prompt of some
kind? The deliberations and plans of an agent remain valid whether an agent feels
thirsty or not. What makes them the cause of the action, what makes them

relevant, is the agent’s experience of the original urge to drink. Are particular
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deliberations caused by particular desires? Scanlon replies that when we focus on
what this urge is, it does not seem to fit our notion of a desire very closely.
Scanlon imports Warren Quinn’s example of a person who feels an urge to turn on
every radio he comes across. There is no purpose to this behaviour, he does not
want to hear sound or avoid silence, he simply acts on the urge.

[W]e may sometimes have such urges, the idea of such a purely
functional state fails to capture something essential in the most
common cases of desire: desiring something involves having a
tendency to see something good or desirable about it. This is clear
from the example of thirst. Having a desire to drink is not merely
a matter of feeling impelled to do so; it also involves seeing
drinking as desirable (because, for example, it would be pleasant).
The example of the urge to turn on radios is bizarre because it

completely lacks this evaluative element.'s

b) The Structure of Reasons as Considerations

Scanlon suggests the motivational sufficiency of reasons as considerations is
corroborated by the likeness of believing and acting. Scanlon notes that if we
judge that there are good reasons for a belief or an intention to act, we will
normally have that belief or intention. In other words, our attitudes are the
outcomes of the conclusions of our judgments. When we make a judgment about
something, we do not need some extra power, force, cause, or impulse to possess
that attitude as a motive.

A rational person who judges there to be sufficient grounds for
believing that P normally has that belief, and this judgment is
normally sufficient explanation for so believing. There is no need
to appeal to some further source of motivation such as “wanting to

believe.” Similarly, a rational person who judges there to be
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compelling reason to do A normally forms the intention to do A,
and this judgment is sufficient explanation of that intention and of
the agent’s acting on it (since this action is part of what such an
intention involves). There is no need to invoke an additional form
of motivation beyond the judgment and the reasons it recognizes,

some further force to, as it were, get the limbs in motion."

Few would argue that if we come to a theoretical conclusion, we would
only go on to believe it if we had a desire to believe it. The intention is entirely
fulfilled by the act of judging considerations. Intentional action requires desires
as much as intentional belief: not at all.

Scanlon argués that the motivational sufficiency of reasons as
considerations is also brought to light by consideration of the structure of
evaluative judgment. It is characteristic of desires that they have an object and a
weight. On this view, deliberation and choice about desires is concerned with the
relative strength of our desires: I desire chocolate ice-cream, but I desire to lose
weight more, and so I am motivated to resist the chocolate ice-cream in order to
lose weight. Scanlon accepts that there are occasions when our deliberation and
choice are structured in this way,' but he argues that this is actually a rather
specific instance of evaluative judgment, that most readily applies to the
intentional attitude of wanting. But reasons apply to a wide range of judgment
sensitive attitudes, and deliberation on these reasons is not always a matter of
weighing their relative strengths.  Practical deliberation on reasons mostly
proceeds through a consideration of the appropriateness and relevance of
considerations, and not merely the weighing of our desires. Certain reasons allow

and disallow other considerations: for example, the reasons involved in

17 ibid., 33-34
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professional responsibilities (normally) disallow nepotism and favouritism. The
good reasons there are to obey the law eliminate any consideration we may give to
our desires to steal lots of gold watches. Scanlon's point is that when we are
looking into the jeweller’s window and feeling urges to steal the gold watch, we
do not weigh this desire alongside other desires, such a being a good citizen, or
not wanting to be caught. Even if we do experience such an urge to have the
watch, we do not enter it into a calculation of relative weights of competing
desires. ‘The reason-giving force of C not only competes with that of D; it urges
that D lacks force altogether (at least in the given context). Often, our jﬁdgment
that a certain consideration is a reason builds in a recognition of restrictions of this
kind at the outset: D may be taken to be a reason for acting only as long as
considerations like C are not present.’"® The content of practical reasoning is
revealed as reasons as considerations. Scanlon argues that once again, we find
that the Humean notion of desire that was presumed to be so common and
apparent, eludes our search. The phenomenon that is referred to as desire by

Humeans is found to be either an event, or a reason as a consideration.

¢) Desire in the Directed-Attention Sense

Scanlon does not eliminate the notion of a desire altogether, however. It is
indisputable that we sometimes act on urges, and perhaps feel at the mercy of
desires that seem to assail us unbidden. The daily experience of our lives is not
one of cool evaluation and execution of reasonable deliberations. We may find
ourselves constantly drawn towards thoughts of food, or idleness; or we may find

ourselves faced with a task we know we have to perform, and yet be overcome
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with emotions that paralyse us from performing it. Scanlon recognises the
experience of this fifth column in our consciousness, and describes it as desire in
the directed-attention sense. ‘A person has a desire in the directed-attention sense
that P if the thought of P keeps occurring to him or her in a favourable light, that
is to say, if the person’s attention is directed insistently toward considerations that
present themselves as counting in favour of P.”" To experience desire in the
directed-attention sense is not to experience irrationality, however. Whilst our
attention may be directed seemingly independently of our powers of reasoning,
the object of our attention remains a reason as a consideration in favour of
something.

Scanlon retains desire in the directed-attention sense in order to account
for the experience of reasons pressing on our attention unbidden. Whilst Scanlon
describes this as a sense of desire, it is worth pointing out that both the object of
our attention, and the articulation of our attention, is in the form of reasons as
considerations. Scanlon's notion of desire is restricted narrowly to the experience
of attention being sometirne§ unreliable and borne on the tides of our unconscious.
And so whilst we may be justified in describing Scanlon's anti-Humean view as
hybrid,” Scanlon's remaining notion of desire is quite far removed from the
typical Humean understanding.

We have seen in this section Scanlon's érguments against the Humean
view that desires are a necessary condition for motivation. Scanlon argued that
the phenomenon of desire breaks down either into material events, or cognitions

as considerations that count in favour of something. He argues that desires are
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unnecessary to motivation, and that practical reasoning cannot accommodate the
Humean notion of desire. The only sense of desire that remains is desire in the
directed-attention sense, which is a véry small and special feature of
consciousness. Whilst anti-Humeanism is not uncommon, it is not
uncontroversial. In the following section, four, we will examine three Humean
responses to Scanlon's account, and ask if Scanlon's theory can respond
adequately. In section five, we will ask if Scénlon's anti-Humeanism is the most

compelling version available.

4. A Humean Retort

Let us recall briefly the outlines of Scanlon's view. We are concerned with
Scanlon's account of intentional action. The question of intentional action can be
addressed from two perspectives: motivation and justification. The motivational
question seeks to explain how someone acted; the justificatory question seeks to
explain if they were right to act as they did. In this chapter we are concerned with
motivation. Scanlon's original account of motivation was Humean, as it included
the notion of desire. Scanlon revises this Humean view of motivation, and
proposes that a reason as a consideration that counts in favour of something is
sufficient to provide motivation. A reason as a consideration that counts in favour
of something is an integrally evaluative, and normative notion. The object of
these normative evaluations is a judgment-sensitive attitude, which we are
ultimately responsible for. Desires neither exist in the form that Humeans
suppose, nor do they perform any motivational role. Reasons as considerations
are motivationally sufficient, and account better for the structure of practical

reasoning. We will now examine three different criticisms of Scanlon's view of-
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reasons. The first concerns the problem of why and how we act contrary to
reasons; the second raises the challenge that not all motivation need proceed from
intentional reasons, and uses the example of the actions of young children; and the
third challenges Scanlon's characterisation of desires, and suggests an alternative

Humean notion that avoids Scanlon's criticisms.

a) Acting Contrary to Reasons
Scanlon stated that believing and acting were alike. They were alike, in Scanlon's
view, in the sense that having a belief and having a reason to act do not require
any further phenomena to be motivating. Having a belief is sufficient to believe,
and having an intention is sufficient to intend. This argument seems sound when
related to the question of belief and believing. Only a wilful contrarian would
sincerely believe a thing they judged there to be no good reason to believe. But
are believing and intending so alike? Surely everyone would attest to at least
occasionally acting against our settled intentions. If we are not always being
irrational when we act contrary to reasons, does this show that there is another
source of motivation, different from our reasons? Does the fact that such contrary
motivations can sometimes ‘assail us’ and overwhelm our settled intentions
suggest that this source of motivation is independent and particularly forceful?
Sarah Marshall argues that “...as regards intention and action, there are
many cases in which an additional factor does seem to be required whereas with
belief the necessary presence of any additional motivating factor appears to be
very much the exception rather than the norm.’?! Marshall’s contention is that if

someone acts contrary to his or her judgment, this can only be explained by the

2! Sarah Marshall, ‘Scanlon and Reasons’, in Scanlon and Contractualism, ed. Matt Matravers (London,
Frank Cass Publishers, 2003), 18-20
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existence of an extra motivating force: desires, no doubt. If it is my settled
judgrr;ent to stop eating chocolate, and I give in to temptation and eat some, surely
this is best explained by my desire for chocolate overcoming my reasons to stop
eating it? Does the supposed likeness between believing and acting indeed show
that reasons as considerations are the necessary and sufficient coﬁdition for
motivation?

Scanlon accepts that our consciously intended actions do not always,
automatically, and ineluctably, flow from our conscious judgments. He does not
deny the reality of the experience of acting contrary to our intentions. He accepts
that there can be discrepancies between our judgments and the effects they
produce. Our physical or mental condition can perhaps affect the way we order
and respond to our judgments about reasons. But this discrepancy does not imply
the presence, or absence, of another force or source of motivation. We can
account for the animation of states within the doctrine of reasons as considerations.
On Scanlon’s account, we can always trace a discrepancy back to a judgment
about reasons; we can always explain it in terms of another simple reason. If we
appear to act against our considered judgment, this should alert us to the presence
of another, perhaps unnoticed but more persuasive, judgment. When our attention
is diverted, perhaps against our better judgment, towards objects or anticipations,
when we find ourselves consistently acting or doing things that we have judged
that we should not do, we are certainly experiencing a state like a desi;e. But
Scanlon describes this as desire in the attention-directed sense. Careful

examination reveals that our deliberations are being oriented in a certain direction.
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There is no force pulling the firm intention of the mind’s eye to desire’s fancy.
Unbidden states are events. Unbidden actions are still intentional actions.

Desire in the directed-attention sense characterizes an important
form of variability in the motivational efficacy of reasons, but it
does this by describing one way in which the thought of
something as a reason can present itself rather than by identifying

a motivating factor that is independent of such a thought.?

All our judgments can, in principle, be informed or prompted by our
physical, mental, or psychological condition. But, according to Scanlon, these'
conditions in themselves cannot be reasons, because they are not, in themselves,
considerations of any kind. They can be taken into consideration, but they are not
reasons understood as considerations. For Scanlon, this emphasises the primitive,
simple, singular nature of reasons. To have a reason is sufficient motivation for
action. Scanlon's argument is that before we turn to desires to explain seemingly
contrary action, we should first make sure that there is no reason that could have
been served bylacting in this way. An effective, simple reason may not be a good
reason, it may not be an obvious reason, but if there is a reason, we have done

without desires.

b) Intentional Action Without Belief

Alfred Mele complains that ‘Scanlon’s account of what is usually called a desire
is overly intellectualized.”® Does Scanlon present an overly intellectualized
version of practical reasoning, where all reasons are solely considerations that
count in favour of something, independent of any psychological or subjective

states or conditions?

z Scanlon, What We Owe, 41
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To clarify his criticism, Mele cites the example of very young children,
under the age of two. Scientific research suggests that these children are too
young to have developed the concept and power of beliefs and reasons in the
sense of considerations that can count in favour of something. But Mele points
out that we regard these children as having desires; for example, desires to feed
and sleep, for comfort and attention. On Scanlon’s model, we would have to say
that these young children do not have reasons in the standard normative sense, and
that their actions are not intentional. But Mele argues that this must be incorrect,
¢...such children act intentionally and for reasons... In the case of a thirsty toddler
or pretoddler, a desire to drink — rather than any taking of “the pleasure to be
obtained by drinking” to be a reason for drinking — seems to do the work of
motivating drinking.’** The toddler is also able to try different strategies and
methods to acquire the drink.

Even though it is unlikely that thirsty toddlers have the conceptual
wherewithal to take features, including anticipated consequences,
of drinking to be reasons for (or count in favour of) drinking, they
are attracted by cups of juice in a way characteristic of desiring
agents. Being attracted to cups of juice because of a sensitivity to
certain of their features is distinguishable from being attracted to
cups of juice because of the agent’s taking these features to be
reasons. An agent’s behaviour may be sensitive to attractive
features of things without the agent’s taking those features to be
reasons... When ordinary, thirsty adults drink (intentionally and in
ordinary scenarios), they presumably are motivated at least partly
by a desire to drink. The strength of the desire may sometimes be
explained partly by their believing that drinking would be pleasant
or, more fully, by that belief together with a desire for pleasure. A

2 Ibid., 78
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toddler’s desire to drink water and an adult’s desire to drink water

may admit of the same analysis.”

And this analysis includes the notion of a desire as an integral component
of practical intentional action. The nub of Mele’s criticism is that we can identify
elements of intentional action that are independent of Scanlon’s notion of a reason
as a consideration that counts in favour of something. This is modelled in Mele’s
example in the intentional action of toddlers that originates with a desire that
motivates the subsequent action in the absence of intellectualized beliefs.

I would suggest that there are two problems with Mele’s criticism. Firstly,
I think that it may confuse rather than clarify the question at hand to refer to very
young children. I find it quite plausible thaf these infants behave in ways that are
qualitatively different from animals, but their cognitive, physical, and
psychological capacities are surely in a very early stage of development. They are
underdeveloped in many important elements of intentionality, such as language.
Their ability to move, speak, think, and act, is very incomplete. Indeed, some
adults find themselves with similar characteristics. Examples such as infants or
adults with sever linguistic or cognitive deficiencies are extremely important, but I
would suggest that they might represent a special case of (fully human) practical
reasoning. As their situation is complicated, I think that it is best to leave them
aside, and try to focus on the more general point suggested by Mele. Do adults
express the same structure of practical reasoning that we find in a nascent form iﬁ

infants?

% Ibid., 78-79, a similar point is made in David Copp and David Sobel, ‘Desires, Motives, and Reasons:
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Mele’s general claim is that we can identify some instances of intentional
action that occur independently of intellection about reasons. It seems Mele
suggests that Scanlon has set far too high a standard for action. Must every act be
connected to a reason, an evaluation, or a consideration? Surely, sometimes we
act just because we feel like it? We pick a red jumper rather than a blue one
merely on impulse.

But Scanlon points out that reasons in the standard normative sense need
not be overtly intellectual or considered. The basis of Scanlon’s argument is not
to show how all people do in fact reason minute-by-minute, day-to-day. It is
rather to reveal the structure that underlies what is normally habitual and
unreflective practice.

It might be objected that this discussion has described our
practical thinking as much more self-conscious and reflective than
it in fact is. But the attitudes I have been discussing need not
involve conscious judgment. One can have an intention without
having gone through a conscious process of assessing the reasons
for following this course of action and judging them to be
sufficient. Similarly, when we have a desire for something-in the
directed-attention sense (when it occurs to us spontaneously as
desirable) we often take that consideration to be relevant to our
future decisions without having consciously decided to give it that
status. The point of the preceding discussion was that whether or
not the question is consciously addressed, one’s “taking” a
consideration to be relevant is what has the reason-shaping

consequences I described.”

We recall that Scanlon accepts that our subjective states may be taken into
account in our reasoning. But he insists that reasons as considerations are

sufficient for motivation. Subjective states may often be objects of reasons. They
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may prompt or inform our evaluations. In this sense Scanlon does not assume that
the content or object of our deliberations will always be purely intellectual. We
might be perpetually concerned with our purely hedonistic subjective states and
their fulfilment. But these states themselves are not reasons, and future states
cannot be reasons either. We can make judgments about the importance or nature
or our (anticipated) states, but these judgments are the reasons that constitute
intentional action. A subjective state may be taken into account, but it is neither
necessary nor sufficient to an account of action.

Like the formation of an intention, such a “taking” is a move
within practical thinking rather than, as desires are commonly
supposed to be, a state which simply occurs and is then a “given”
for subsequent deliberation. (This is shown by the fact that it
continues to affect the reasons one has only in the absence of

grounds for reconsideration).”

Mele seems to be implying that there is something else, something non-
intellectual that needs to be included in a correct account of intentional action.
But we should be careful about what this criticism could amount to. We have just
seen that Scanlon accepts that many features of a subject’s condition will be
relevant in our judgments (however unconscious) about the reasons we have, and
these could be intellectual or non-intellectuai, if we understand non-intellectual to
refer to feelings, moods, physical conditions and so on. So Scanlon does not
maintain that the subject’s state has no role in reason judgments. The
disagreement must amount to the role that these ‘non-intellectual’ factors must

play. Scanlon’s view is that the motivational efficacy of simple reasons does not
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preclude the presence and importance of subjective states in deliberation; it
merely establishes the simple efficiency of reasons as considerations.

Scanlon's aim is to deny the substantive Humean dualism of belief and
desire. More precisely he wants to deny that our subjective states, or desires
understood as pro-attitudes, are integral components of reasons. They caﬁ be
taken into account as considerations, but we can show that reasoning can persist

independently of our subjective states.

¢) Desires and Directions of Fit

Scanlon argues that motivation is composed solely of reasons as considerations.
Subjective states may provide the original prompt for our deliberation on the
relevant considerations. Subjective states may accompany, or may be affected by
our deliberations and evaluations. But Scanlon argues that they are not necessary
to an account of intentional action. Scanlon's view is that reasons as
considerations are the solely necessary condition for motivating reasons. We have
seen that Scanlon defines desires very much in terms of subjective states. These
are the visceral and physical feelings and responses that we would readily
associate with the notion of desire. But should our concept of desire be restricted
to such phenomenally experienced subjective states? We recall that Davidson
introduced a broad notion of desires as pro-attitudes. If a Humean can define
desires in terms other than subjective states, perhaps Scanlon's anti-Humeanism

can be refuted.
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Michael Smith argues that traditional objections to Humeanism perceive
desires in a strongly phenomenological sense.® David Hume originally associated
desires with feelings and passions, but he also identified ‘calm passions’ which
were not identified by psychological or physical sensations. These are more like
settled dispositions and attitudes. Smith gives the example of the parent who
loves their child and desires him or her to succeed. In moments of reflection and
heightened sensitivity, the parent may have a physical or emotional expression of
these feelings, but in the absence of these sensations or subjective states, are we to
say that the parent no longer loves the child or desires their success? This seems
absurd and reductive. The strongly phenomenological account of desires also
fails to account for the propositional content of desires. The ascription of desires
can be presented in the form ‘A desires to p’. But if desires are constituted solely
in terms of subjective states this makes no sense, °...A’s pain cannot be ascribed
to A in the form A pains that p.’® Smith argues that we should not take such a
limited and strongly phenomenological view of desires. Instead, we‘ should
understand both beliefs and desires as defined by their function and not our
phenomenological experience of them. This functional understanding of the
notion of belief and desire ce;n be formulated in the notion of two directions of fit.

We recall that Davidson’s definition of pro attitudes and beliefs was very
broad. It seems that we cannot limit the constitution of pro attitude to one
phenomenon. The broad notion of pro attitudes includes such different

(4

phenomena as °‘...desires, wantings, urges, promptings, and a great variety of

moral views, aesthetic principles, economic prejudices, social conventions, and

8 Michael Smith, “The Humean Theory of Motivation’, in Mind, 96:381 (January 1987), 45
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public and private goals and values in- so far as these can be interpreted as
attitudes of an agent directed toward actions of a certain kind.” Beliefs include
‘... knowing, perceiving, noticing, remembclering.”0 No doubt other philosophers
sympathetic to this account of intentional action would add or subtract various
phenomena that could be classed as kinds of pro attitudes or beliefs. It seems as
though the notion of desires as pro attitudes and beliefs refer more concretely to a
function rather than a phenomena. We may want to argue that only certain
phenomena can fulfil this function, but in order to make this argument, we would
need a clear description of the function in order to determine which phenomena
can be appropriately included. So the argument for Humeanism seems to proceed
from function to phenomena. The function of all those phenomena included in
our notion of desire is to achieve an object, often taken as a certain state of affairs.
If that state of affairs does not exist, the desire is not invalidated or automatically
extinguished. The function of the attitude of the subject is to achieve an object or
staté of affairs; it is to have a goal or aim. Using the terminology at hand, the
subject desires that the world fit their goal. This is the world-to-subject direction
of fit. On the other hand, the function of all the phenomena included in our
concept of belief is tb correctly cognize the world. If the cognition is deficient it
is invalid and has failed in its function. The function of the attitude of the subject
is to achieve a correct cégnition. The direction of fit in this instance is from
subject-to-world.

From the degree of fluidity that we find in descriptions of the phenomena _

that constitute desires and beliefs, we can assume that Humeans do not determine
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the essence of their argument in terms of the particular phenomena that perform
the role of desires and beliefs. The more important point that they seem to want
to make is that, irrespective of the particular phenomena that comprise ‘desires’ or
‘beliefs’ at any given moment, the subject will occupy two distinct states. Two
functions are together necessary to produce intentiohal actions. It is a further task
provided by a separate argument to establish the content of these functions. The
direction of fit condition describes the formal conditions of intentional action
provided by Humeanism.

Smith argues that the direction of fit conception of desires and beliefs
retains the central Humean insight that two distinct states are required in order to
constitute intentional action. These states are no longer defined in terms of their
phenomenological nature, but in terms of their functional properties. We must
retain a distinction between two subjective states fulfilling two directions of fit.
The distinction between beliefs and desires can also be characterised in terms of
the relationship to counterfactuals. If we desire that p, the counter factual not D,
does not invalidate our desire that p. Our desire persists in spite of the
counterfactual an& disposes us to bring about p instead of not p. However, our
belief that p, is invalidated by not p. Our belief that p should dissolve when we
recognise the fact not p. ‘Thus, we may say, attributions of beliefs and desires
require that different kinds of counterfactuals are true of the subject to whom they
are attributed. We may say that this is what a difference in their directions of fit
is.”?" Smith argues that we should not necessarily conceive of desires as

phenomenological states.  Desires may, in certain circumstances have
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phenomenological qualities, that is, they may have tangible qualities that we
perceive. But the proper definition of desire is provided in terms of the function it
serves. Smith argues that the world-to-subject direction of fit is the function of
having an aim. It is a view of how the world should be. The subject with this
direction of fit occupies a certain state, the state of having an aim, or goal. The
state of having an aim or goal is essential to the notion of having a motivation,
otherwise, how are we to explain an action we wish to perform to bring about a
state in the world that we aim at?

But what kind of state is the having of a goal? It is a state with
which direction of fit? Clearly, the having of a goal is a state with
which the world must fit, rather than vice versa. Thus having a
goal is being in a state with the direction of fit of a desire. But
since all that there is to being a desire is being a state with the
appropriate direction of fit, it follows that having a goal just is

desiring.*

For Smith, being motivated means that one has a goal. This is a
teleological notion of motivation where goals are seen as states of affairs that are
to be achieved. The notion of a direction of fit is meant to characterise the
teleological notion of having a goal. Smith summarises his argument as follows:

‘(a) Having a motivating reason is, inter alia, having a goal

(b) Having a goal is being in a state with which the world must fit

and

(c) Being in a state with which the world must fit is desiring.’*

Scanlon’s criticism of the role of desire does seem to be aimed at the

phenomenological interpretation. Smith makes the valid point that our common
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conception of desire is much broader and more diverse than this purely
phenomenological account. Does Scanlon’s criticism of the role of desires
founder upon a.limited view of desire?

I will suggest that there are two responses we can offer on Scanlon’s
behalf to this criticism. The first involves a challenge to the notion of directions
of fit; the second challenges the teleological premise of Smith’s argument. Ihope
to show that Scanlon's argument can be deployed to refute Smith’s more
sophisticated Humean account of motivation.

For the sake of argument, let us accept for the moment that having a
motivating reason is having a goal, understood in the teleological sense. Does
having a goal correspond to Smith’s notion of a direction of fit? G. F. Schueler
dissects Smith’s notion using the example of hope.** Hope seems to share with
desire a world-to-subject direction of fit. When we hope, we have a view of how
we would like the world to be, just as we do when we desire something. Schueler
points out that hoping involves many cognitive features, features that Smith
describes in terms of the belief-like subject-to-world direction of fit. If I hope that
I will see my partner later in the evening, but I know that she is in another country
and it is impossible for us to see each other in the evening, my hope would be
irrational. This points out that the notion of hoping, to make sense, is, composed
of, inter alia, cognitive elements supposedly located in the subject-to-world
directions of fit. This seems true of desire too. When we desire something, there
must be a range of cognitive information about the object of our desires and the

possibility of our achieving it, which constitute part of what it means for a rational
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persoh to have a desire. Smith notes that‘ the world-to-subject direction of fit
(desiring) qonsists in the quality of persisting in the face of counterfactuals. If I
want to have a cup of water, the counterfactual fact that there is no cup of water in
front of me does not cause my desire to extinguish. However, if I believed that
there was a cup of water in front of me, and then perceived the counterfactual that
there was not one, my belief will (or at least should) extinguish. But Schueler
points out that the distinction between the two directions of fit.begins to blur.

On this account hope will, surprisingly, turn out to have a mind-
to-world direction of fit, that is, the same direction of fit as belief,
not desire. This is because I can’t hope that p once I discover that
not-p. 1 can’t continue to hope that I turned off my desk lamp
before I left my office when, as I am walking home across

campus, I see it shining through my office window. *

Schueler’s point holds true of desiring too. If I desire to win the lottery
despite never buying a lottery ticket, my desire should extinguish in the light of
the counterfactual of never buying a lottery ticket. This seems to point out that
the notion of two distinct directions of fit is not as clear and stable as Smith
assumed. On the other hand, Scanlon's notion of a reason as a consideration
includes both functional properties that are supposed to pertain to the different
directions of fit. To have a reason is, for Scanlon, to take something as a
consideration that counts in favour of something. The relationship of counting in
favour will include what Smith describes as the world-to-subject direction of fit,
but this must be composed of the beliefs, perceptions, and evaluations that are
associated with the subject-to-world direction of fit. The radical functional

separation implied by the notion of two directions of fit makes the notion of

35 Ibid., 280
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motivating reasons incoherent. If we try to remedy this by uniting the two
functions into one notion, we have, I would argue, Scanlon's notion of a reason as
a consideration.

Smith’s reference to the idea of two directions of fit was in part to
challenge the anti-Humean notion that desires always have a phenomenological
character. We have just seen that there are good, independent grounds, on which
to challenge this notion of two distinct difections of fit. Smith’s point that the
anti-Humean should not pick the easy target of desires in the phenomenological
sense is a good one, and Scanlon's arguments were certainly composed of this
understanding of desires. But we can take the point that anti-Humeanism must
show why desires in the broad dispositional sense of pro-attitudes are not
sufficient for motivation, without going the further step of accepting the direction
of fit account of desires. It seems to me that the terms in which Scanlon makes
his cﬁticism may need augmentation. But as we have just seen, the direction of fit
model has a significant problem accounting for the notion of an intentional reason,
and Scanlon's notion of a reason offers a convincing explanation of how both
directions of fit are unified into the single, simple, and primitive notion of a
consideration that counts in favour of something.

Smith’s argument consisted in two claims: the first was that desires should
be understood in the dispositional sense of a direction of fit; the second was that
having a motivating reason is, inter alia, having. a goal. We described this as the
teleological account of desire. Does being motivated require one to have a goal?
Scanlon argues that having a motivating reason is not always to be described in

terms of having a goal. He gives the example of friendship. If I have friends, I
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may take it that I have reasons to value and promote my friendship. These
reasons are derived from what I take the notion of friendship to consist in, and not
the goal of being a good friend. Teleological reasoning would require me to
weigh which reasons would promote the value of friendship best. The more that
my goal was achieved; the better I have satisfied my motivating desire. But as we
pointed out in section 3(b), the structure of practical reasoning does not generally
follow this pro tanto structure. Reasons often eliminate and proscribe other
considerations, and are not to be weighed against all comers in order to reach an
all things considered conclusion. For Scanlon, reasons are derived from the
considerations that count in favour of something, and this something may be, but
is not restricted to, a teleological state of affairs. The object of our considerations
may be a value, and belief, or some ofher object that is not a state of affairs in the
world to be achieved.* Russ Shafer-Landau makes a similar point:

On the anti-Humean picture, what can motivate an agent is a belief
that an action is one’s duty, that it is valuable, etc. There is no
statement of an end state in such a characterization of motivation.
Nor need there be an implicit, entailed postulation of some sought
after state of affairs. Means-end reasoning, and the motivation it
leads to, is quite naturally characterized as essentially involving
the positing of an end state. But not all motivation need exemplify
a means-end model... If the anti-Humean is right, then seeing that
something is right or good is sufficient to motivate one to do it.
When this occurs, one may be motivated without having a goal.

One needn’t conceptualize an end state and seek to realize it.*’

36 We will discuss the closely related topic of Scanlon's argument against an exclusively teleological account
of value in chapter four. The present argument concerns the specific question of whether motivation requires
having a goal, and not the broader question of whether the good is to be promoted.

37 Shafer-Landau, Moral Realism, 135
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Smith’s argument that desiring means, inter alia, having a goal, seems to
be as reductive a view of motivation as the anti-Humean purely phenomenological
conception of desire.

Scanlon's conception of reasons is, I would argue, resilient to Humean
criticism. But Scanlon's anti-Humeanism is only one of a number of anti-Humean
explanations of motivation. I will look at other anti-Humean accounts, and argue
that Scanlon's view is more attractive and robust than other well-known

alternatives.

5. Varieties of Anti-Humeanism

We began our discussion in this chapter by recalling that Scanlon's original
account of moral motivation was based on a desire to justify ourselves to others.
We argued that the presence of this desire is contingent, and therefore moral
motivation, and the authority of moral reasons, would be contingent too. Scanlon
recognised this problem and set about explaining the motivation of intentional
action in anti-Humean térms. This dissatisfaction with a Humean account of
motivation has an eminent constituency, including the philosophers Thomas
Nagel and Jonathan Dancy. Both Nagel and Dancy attempt to provide a strongly
cognitive account of the origin of motivation. Whilst this unites them with
Scanlon's campaign against Humeanism, their views share an important difference
with Scanlon. Both Nagel and Dancy retain the Humean distinction between
beliefs and desires. They therefore pose an anti-Humean challenge to Scanlon's of
the motivational sufficiency of reasons as considerations. Whilst we may not
want to maintain with the Humean that desires are the origin and engine of

motivation, we may wish to retain the Humean insight that desires and beliefs are
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required in combination to éonsﬁtute motivation. This would present a serious
challenge to Scanlon's view that reasons are primitive, and cannot be broken down
into more basic components of belief and desire. We will begin with Nagel’s
view of unmotivated and motivated desires, before analysing Dancy’s pure

cognitivism.

a) Nagel’s Motivated Desires
Nagel argues that the Humean model of the necessary combination of beliefs and
desires ‘...does not allow the expectation of a future reason to provide by its-elf
any reason for present action, and... it does not allow the present desire for a
future object to provide by itself a reason for present action in pursuit of that
object.’®

Nagel argues that we should distinguish between motivated and
unmotivated desires.* Motivated desires are those that are the outcome of
decision and deliberation. Unmotivated desires are those states we experience
independently of decision and deliberation, for example, being hungry. So if I
experience hunger, this is an unmotivated desire. If I decide I want to eat, this is
my motivated desire. We recall the breadth of Davidson’s taxonomy of desire-
phenomena from section one. It included urges and wants, expectations and
ambitions. But on reflection, surely we can distinguish between such experiences
as urges and expectations, wants and ambitions. Nagel encou;rages us to
distinguish between desires as unmotivated subjective states, perhaps like urges,

and desires as motivated evaluated considerations, perhaps more like expectations.

:: Thomas Nagel, The Possibility of Altruism, (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1970), 39
ibid., 29
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Unmotivated subjective states have more in common with events than with
intentions. They may not always ‘assail us unbidden,’ but they can happen to us,
independently of deliberation and judgment. The experience of having a dry
throat or being cold is clearly different from wanting to be a lawyer or striving to
loose weight. He then asks: is it necessary for all motivated desires, for our
intentions, to be preceded by an unmotivated desire?

Although it will no doubt be generally admitted that some desires
are motivated, the issue is whether another desire always lies
behind the motivated one, or whether sometimes the motivation of
the initial desire involves no reference to another unmotivated

desire.*

Nagel argues that an intentional action must be given a motivated
explanation. But his motivated explanation is givén by the deliberation and
decision of the agent, and not necessarily by a chronologically prior subjective
event.

If we bring these observations to bear on the question whether
desires are always among the necessary conditions of reasons for
action, it becomes obvious that there is no reason to believe that
they are. Often the desires whiéh an agent neceséan'ly experiences
in acting will be motivated exactly as the action is... The fact that
the presence of a desire is a logically necessary condition (because
it is a logical consequence) of a reason’s motivating, does not
entail that it is a necessary condition of the presence of the reason:
and if it is motivated by that reason it cannot be among the

reason’s conditions.*!

So an unmotivated desire is not a necessary condition of a reason for

action. There are of course subjective states, and these can be very important

0 ibid.
“1ibid., 30
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factors in a motivational explanation. But they are distinct from our reasons for
action, and can be shown to be unnecessary as a condition for motivation. Nagel's
point is that the true necessary origin of an intentional action is a deliberation. A
motivated desire is the outcome of a deliberation. Without this, intentibnal action
is impossible. Unmotivated subjective states are not essential to motivation.
Motivated desires are a consequence of deliberation, and not a condition of
deliberation.

So Nagel retains an element of Humeanism by affirming that desires are a
component of motivating reasons, but the origin, definition, and role of these
desires is quite different from that presented in standard Humeanism. For Nagel,
desires are not a necessary condition of motivation, but they are a logical
consequence of being motivated.

Nagel’s anti-Humean notion of motivated desires challenges Scanlon's
view because it maintains that desires are a necessary component of motivation, if
only in the sense that they are derived from an original cognitive act of
deliberation and decision. Scanlon's view is that motivation is explained
sufficiently by the notion of a reason as a consideration, which does not include
the notion of a desire, except in the limited desire in the attention-directed sense.
Is Nagel’s anti-Humean view of the role of desire more plausible and attractive
than Scanlon's absolute rejection of desire?

In order to answer this, we should look closely at Nagel’s notion of desire.
It seems to me that Nagel offers two views of motivated desires. Nagel could be
making the weaker claim that motivated desires are in fact a necessary component

of motivation, but they are a logical outcome of the process of deliberation and
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decision. This seems to be similar to John McDowell’s view that a person can
recognise the moral value of an act, and then desire to do it because it is the right
thing to do. In this case, the desire is necessary for motivation, but it is not
chronologically prior, and is constituted by the belief that the act is right. So in
one sense this diverges from substantive Humeanism because now the desire does
not select the end of action and provide the original prompt. This McDowell-
Nagel view of the role of desires is different from standard'Humeanism because
desires are now derived from the belief that something is to be desired. They are
a logical outcome, and not the original cause. This view is still recognisably
Humean, as it accepts the substantive Humean view that two different phenomena
are necessary in combination to produce motivation: desires and beliefs. The
logical and chronological ordering is reversed, i)ut they are still required in unison
to provide the possibility of intentional action.

But Nagel’s view of desire could be understood in a second, different
sense. Rather than retain the substantive Humean commitment to motivational
dualism (the necessity of two phenomena: belief and desire), Nagel could be
proposing that decision and deliberation transform ordinary beliefs, reasons, and
desires, into a new, single phenomena: motivated desires. Nagel says that ‘...if
the desire is a motivated one, the explanation of it will be the same as the
explanation of his pursuit, and it is by no means obvious that a desire must enter
into this further explanation.”* On this reading, the motivation is the deliberation
transformed into the intentional action. The motivation is therefore provided by

the deliberation and evaluation. This seems to me to mirror Scanlon's view of a

2 ibid., 29
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reason as a consideration. To be motivated is to see a reason as a consideration
(or in Nagel’s terms, the explanation of his pursuit), and this explanation does not
require the presence of desire. As Dancy puts it, ‘[b]y allowing that some
motivation is Humean, even if other motivation is not, it allows that some beliefs
need the help of desires if they are to motivate, and others do not, even though it
can be the same beliefs both times. This is surely awkward at best.’* Nagel
seems to argue that on certain occasions, deliberation and decision will motivate,
and on other occasions, deliberation and decision will lead to motivated desires
that will motivate. I agree with Dancy that this seems awkward at best. Nagel’s
own anti-Humean account of the role of desires seems challenged (in a Scanlonian
form) by his view that motivation can be solely derived from and constituted by
deliberation and decision.

It seems clearer to adopt Scanlon's strategy of referring to motivations as
reasons. Nagel is surely correct that the ‘...assumption that a motivating desire
underlies every intentional act depends...on a confusion...’* But I would disagree
that this confusion is °‘...between two sorts of desires, motivated and
unmotivated.’* It seems to me that Nagel's insight is even more radical than he
allows. The confusion that Nagel sheds light on is between subjective states and
motivating reasons. If we take Nagel's argument in Scanlon's direction, the
remnant of desire evaporates, and we are left with the reduction of a reason as a

consideration.

8 Dancy, Practical Reality, 81
“ Nagel, The Possibility of Altruism, 29
* ibid.
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b) Dancy’s Pure Cognitivism

Jonathan Dancy’s pure cognitivism shares a common root with Nagel and Sqanlon.
He too argues that the problem with Humeanism is the commitment to the
primacy of desire in the account of motivation. Dancy suggests that part of the
problem with this view is that it takes desires to be integrally motive, and beliefs
as entirely passive.* Understood in this way, it is clear why the combination of
desires' and beliefs is invoked to produce intentional action. Dancy’s pure
cognitivism is baéed on the view that beliefs aione can motivate. Part of his
argument echoes Scanlon's comparison of theoretical beliefs and practical
intentions. He notes that taking reasons for theoretical beliefs as directly
efficacious, presumes that the capability of belief requires no further capability to

be effective.

How could there be this complex structure of reasons favouring
and disfavouring actions, if humans were incapable of registering
the fact? And how could it be possible in general for people to
recognise the fact and not to take it into account in practical
deliberation? Is there any difference here between practical and
theoretical deliberation? Suppose that there are reasons for and
against different beliefs, as there are for and against different
actions. Again it seems inconceivable that there should be this
structure on the theoretical side unless humans were capable of
recognising it, at least to some extent. And surely it is
inconceivable that we should do other than take the things we

recognise to be relevant to the question what to believe.*’
Humeanism holds that motivation is constituted by the combination of

belief and desire. Dancy, on the other hand, holds that the origin of motivation is

46 Dancy consistently questions whether this is the view Hume actually held, and gives good reasons to show
that Hume’s own view was more complex, and that he did not make such a simple active/passive distinction.
4 Dancy, Practical Reality, 12
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a purely cognitive belief. But he aiso maintains that when we take this belief as
motivating (in the absence of contrary beliefs), the state of being motivated can be
described as desiring. So Dancy accepts a kind of Humean dualism between
belief and desire, but allocates these phenomena differently. >Substantive
Humeanism compounded belief and desire into the origin of motivation. But
Dancy separates belief and desire: beliefs are the origin of motivation, and desires
are the state of being motivated. The essence of this argument is found in
Dancy’s view that

...the desire that is necessary if there is to be action is just a

" motivation; and we are understanding this as a state of being
motivated — a motivatedness, as it were — rather than as what
motivates. That state of being motivated will itself need an
explanation, and this must now be given either in terms of the
supposed nature of the thing desired — which, in psychologism’s
terms, would be to appeal to belief to explain desire — or in terms
of a further desire. Either way, if motivation is to be eventually
explained, it will be in terms of the (supposed) nature of that
which motivates, which cannot be a desire and must be thought of

as belief, if it is a psychological state at all.*®

Dancy recognises that this is a Humeanism of sorts, as it maintains a
dualism of belief and desire. But it is a purely cognitivist Humeanism because
desire is taken as a mere psychological state of being motivated, and not an
element of that which motivates. Dancy makes clear that pure cognitivism shares
with Humeanism the view that

A desire is an “independent existence,” perhaps with its own
phenomenology. It is not a logical “shadow” of the motivating
beliefs, such as, for instance, the fact that the agent is motivated

by those beliefs, but a distinct psychological state co-present with

8 ibid., 85
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the beliefs when they motivate... There can be no motivation

without desire.*

Dancy’s pure cognitivism is reminiscent of Nagel's view of motivated
desires. But Nagel's view was a distinction between two kinds of desires: those
subject to deliberation and decision, and those untouched by cognition. But
Dancy maintains that this is confusing and inconsistent. On Nagel's view, desires
are sometimes part of the complex causation of motivation, and sometimes are
mere logical outcomes of deliberation. Their role in motivatign seems elusive,
whereas that of cognitioh seems essential. So Dancy follows Scanlon in removing
the notion of desire from the constitution of that which motivates. For Dancy,
beliefs alone are the origin of motivation. But Dancy accepts Smith’s view that
two directions of fit are required for motivation, but argues that beliéfs can fulfil
both these directions of fit. We are motivated if we have sound belief about the
world as it is, combined with a belief about the world as we would like it to be.
Dancy therefore disagrees with Smith’s view that the different directions of fit are
associated with the different dispositions of beliefs and desires. They are instead,
on Dancy’s view, associated with differently oriented beliefs. Someone with two
beliefs that fulfil both directions of fit will occupy a subjective state called
desiring, but the composition of these subjective states are the purely cognitive
phenomena of beliefs. It is in this sense that Dancy describes his view as pure
cognitivism. It can be described as anti-Humean, as it rejects the view that desires
are a separate phenomenon that are necessary for the original constitution of
motivation, but it is a distinct challenge to Scanlon's anti-Humean vie§v in that it

accepts both the direction of fit model that featured in Smith’s Humeanism, and it

* ibid., 90
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accepts the presence of both beliefs and desires in a complete motivating state. It
directly challenges Scanlon's view that the primitive sense of reasons as
considerations is sufficient for motivation.

Dancy’s pure cognitivism in part relies on the direction of fit distinction
that we discussed in the previous section. It features in his argument in two places:
firstly, it accounts for the necessity of two beliefs; and secondly, it accounts for
the necessity of desire, and a subjective state with a distinct world-to-subject
direction of fit.

The desire does not occur until one is motivated, nor does it seem
possible to have the desire without being motivated... in general,
then, there seems no difficulty in identifying the desire with the
motivatedness. Further, being motivated to act in certain ways is
surely a state which has the direction of fit normally associated

with desire, and it varies in strength as desire does.*

We recall that the different directions Qf fit are in part defined in terms of
their response to counterfactuals. For a belief to conform to the world-to-subject
direction of fit, it would need to persist in the face of my belief in the counter
factual of the world as it is. But what kind of belief could this be? In what sense
could we rationally say that I have a belief that p combined with the belief that
not-p? Dancy’.s notion of two beliefs fulfilling two directions of fit between
world and subject seems to be a definition of irrationality. Dancy also relies on
the direction of fit model in order to account for the necessary presence of desire.
But we recall from our earlier discussion that it is very difficult to maintain the
distinctness of two directions of fit. Schueler pointed out that the world-to-subject

direction of fit must include cognitions. .I followed Schueler in arguing that the

%0 ibid., 87

71



distinctions between the two directions of fit seem to collapse. If the distinctions
between the two directions of fit db indeed collapse, then what happens to
Dancy’s pure cognitivism? On the one hand, the cognitivism would become very
impure, saturated as it would be with the intentional disposition of desiring as part
of the constitution of motivation. On the other hand, if Dancy fought to save the
purity of his cognitivism, the very notion of a desire would seem to become less
distinct, and we could ask in what sense does it fulfil the requirement of being a
distinct state that fulfils the world-to-subject direction of fit, a requirement that
Dancy regards as essential to an account of motivation. It seems to me that we
should reject Dancy’s pure cognitivism as it relies on a questionable distinction
between two directions of fit, and involves a view of motivation that seems to

require persons to be irrational and hold two contradictory beliefs.

6. Motivational Internalism

In the preceding sections, we have examined Scanlon’s view of the constitution of
motivation. He argues that the motivation is constituted solely by reasons as
considerations. 1 defended this view from Humean and other anti-Humean
accounts of the constitution of motivation. In this section we will address the
question of the necessary conditions of motivation. Whilst motivation may be
constituted by reasons as considerations, is it the case that a person is necessarily
motivated when they judge they have a reason? In raising this question we are
introducing the problem of internal and external reasons. For the purposes of our
discussion, I will distinguish between two kinds of internalism about reasons:
motivational internalism, and reason internalism. Motivational internalism is the

view that a person who makes a judgment that they have a reason to ¢, is
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necessarily motivated to ¢. Reason internalism is the view that reasons are
necessarily connected to a person’s motivations. Motivational internalism
concerns the judgment of an agent regarding the reasons they have; reasons
internalism concerns the reasons there are. A person’s judgment may by incorrect
or confused, but they may still be motivated by their reason. When examining
motivational internalism we are bracketing the question of the nature and
conditions of justification of reasons. We may describe this difference as between
the motivational conditions of reasons and the existence conditions of reasons.*!
Both these kinds of internalism feature in Bernard Williams’s well known article
Internal and External Reasons.”® However, I will argue in the next chapter that
Williams’s argument is directed priinarily towards reasons internalism. I will
therefore reserve detailed discussion of Williams’s argumént for chapter four.

We recall the question with which we began this section: is there a
necessary connection between judging that a consideration counts in favour of ¢
ing, and being motivated to ¢?. We could conceive of a Humean non-cognitivism
in which such a necessary connection was denied. The statement ‘I see that I have
a reason to lose weight, yet I have no desire to lose weight’ makes sense. Given
the discussion in the preceding sections against such a Humean non-cognitivist
view of motivation, I will set this possibility to one side. I will concentrate on

Scanlon's anti-Humean cognitivism and motivational internalism.

31 take this distinction, in somewhat revised form, from Shafer-Landau, Moral Realism, 144
52 Bernard Williams, ‘Internal and External Reasons,” in Bernard Williams, Moral Luck, (Cambridge
University Press, 1981)
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Scanlon argues that motivational internalism is a requirement of rationality.
It is a sufficient condition of rationality that the connections between a person’s
thoughts and behaviour are systematic and not arbitrary or haphazard.

Irrationality in the clearest sense occurs when a person’s attitudes
fail to conform to his or her own judgments: when for example, a
person continues to believe something (continues to regard it with
conviction and to take it as a premise in subsequent reasoning)
even when a person fails to form and act on an intention to do
something even though he or she judges there to be

overwhelmingly good reason to do it.”

This does not mean that a person will always reason adequately or
appropriately. We may criticise a person’s judgment as confused, or as repulsive,
whilst maintaining that they are rational. On Scanlon's view, it is irrational not to
respond, not to be motivated, by a reason we judge ourselves to have. Therefore,
Scanlon's view is that to hold sincerely, and reasonably, that there is a reason to ¢,
is to be motivated to ¢.

Rus Shafer-Landau takes a similar anti-Humean view to Scanlon, but
argues that motivation internalism is not a necessary feature of anti-Humean
éognitivism.i On his view it is not irrational for someone to say tﬁat they see that
they have a reason to ¢, but they are not motivated to ¢ Shafer-Landau concedes
that anti-Humean cognitivism seems to lend itself to motivational internalism, as
- reasons are taken as inherently evaluative. Shafer-Landau argues that evaluative
judgments may be intrinsically motivating, but not necessarily motivating,
Evaluative judgments are defeasible.

Yet there seems that there might be circumstances in which an

intrinsically motivating belief exerts no motivating influence

53 Scanlon, What We Owe, 25
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whatever, say, owing to competing beliefs or. desires, physical
exhaustion, severe depression, etc. If this is possible, then a belief
may be intrinsically motivating without being necessarily
motivating. This if this is possible, Humeanism may be false, and
internalism false as well. So the falsity of Humeanism would not

entail the truth of internalism.>*

Shafer-Landau argues that the defeasibility of reasons may be described in
two different ways. A reason, 7, may be overridden by another reason, s, whilst, 7,
retains its original motivational efficacy. Alternatively, a reason, r, may be
extinguished by another reason, s, and so the original motivational efficacy of r
disappears. Shafer-Landau describes the first kind of defeasibility as pro tanto,
and second as prima facie, and argues that motivational internalism should accept
a prima facie view of motivating reasons. ‘Alternatively, if intrinsic motivation is
prima facie, then evaluative beliefs, even if intrinsically motivating, may
nevertheless entirely faﬂ to motivate in certain contexts, oWing to defeaters that
extinguish the motivation that would otherwise exist. So evaluative beliefs would
not necessarily motivate.”*

Shafer-Landau gives a number of examples of instances where prima facie
defeasibility, and therefore, motivational externalism might arise. We may judge
that we have reason to ¢, but also think that g-ing, is futile. Or we may find that
our judgment that there is a reason to perform the moral duty of ¢ing is
extinguished by our judgment that ¢-ing would be extremely imprudent. The

motivational externalist believes that the connection between a judgment and

54 Shafer-Landau, Moral Realism, 147-8
% ibid., 148
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motivation is contingent, and that it is perfectly rational to judge that we have
reason to ¢, and to not be motivated to #.

This argument poses a challenge to Scanlon on two grounds. Firstly, and
most importantly, his conception of the motivating conditions of reasons as
considerations is threatened by this anti-Humean motivational externalist
challenge. Secondly, Shafer-Landau’s view that prima facie reasoning implies
externalism seems to contradict Scanlon's association of prima facie reasoning
with internalism. We recall from section 3(b) ‘The Structure of Reasons as
Considerations’ that Scanlon argued that deliberation on reasons as considerations
took a prima facie form (although he did not use Shafer-Landau’s terminology).
On his view, reasons as considerations are different from Humean reasons
because they can extinguish and eliminate other reasons, unlike Humean reasons
that will normally have a pro fanto structure because a desire can remain even if
we choose not to act on it. I will defend Scanlon's view from both challenges
derived from Shafer-Landau’s argument.

Shafer-Landau quotes cases where it seems we can recognise a reason to ¢,
and yet not be motivated to ¢ This view seems problematic on two grounds.
Firstly, it suggests an implausible, and inappropriate account of the nature of
intentional action and motivation. It seems to imply thét motivation is an extrinsic,
and not intrinsic condition of self-consciousness; it seems to imply that there is a
condition that precedes and is different from motivation. But what is this
condition? A Humean might argue that this is the condition of not having a desire.
On the Humean account desire is constituted by the combination of belief and

desire. One could have a belief, and not a desire, and therefore, not be motivated.
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Such a person could believe that they have a reason to ¢, but in the absence of a
desire to ¢, not be motivated to ¢. But Shafer-Landau accepts an anti-Humean
view of motivation. The anti-Humean view of motivation, however it is cashed
out, regards the cognitive state of having a reason as sufficient for motivation. If
we assume that most philosophers regard cognition as, inter alia, an intrinsic
condition of self-consciousness, being motivated is also, inter alia, a condition of
self-consciousness. All that this claim involves, is that at any given time, an agént
will possess a belief, opinion, evaluation, preference, or some other kind of
cognitive state. They will in this sense be responding to a reason for something.
On Scanlon's view, a person, even if sitting absentmindedly in an armchair, is -
responding to the reason in favour of sitting absentmindedly in an armchair.
There is no pre- or non-motivated state that a self-conscious rational agent
occupies which needs the addition of some further reason or cognitive state to
motivate. The presence of such a state would either reéuire a Humean view of
motivation, or a plausible example of non-motivated rational self-consciousness.
Neither are available to Shafer-Landau.

We have just seen that Shafer-Landau’s anti-Humeanism is at odds with
the view of motivation required By externalism. Our second response to the
externalism challenge is to point out that in both Shafer-Landau’s main examples
of defeasibility quoted above, the agent is responding to some kind of reason. The
notion of externalism introduced by Shafer-Landau supposes that in failing to
respond to the initial reason, the bond of necessity has been broken between
reasons and motivation. But Shafer-Landau’s examples show no such thing.

What they show is that some reason is motivating the agent’s actions. In the first
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example, the judgment that there is reason to ¢ is extinguished by the view that ¢-
ing would be futile. But this is an instance of an agent being motivated by the
judgment that there are reasons against acting futilely. The same kind of response
applies to the person who decides not to ¢ as it would be imprudent. Here the
reasons to act prudently are motivating the agent rather the reasons they judge to
count in favour of imprudent ¢-ing. These examples, it seems to me, do not show
that there is no necessary connection between reasons and motivation. They
instead show that motivation will always be connecfed to a response to some
reason. We can conclude that Shafer-Landau has failed to present a convincing
account of the externalism anti-Humean motivation.

Whilst Shafer-Landau’s advocacy of motivational externalism may be
resisted, it did throw up an apparent contradiction in Scanlon's view of motivation.
We recall that Scanlon argued against pro tanto reasoning, and in favour of
motivational internalism. Shafer-Landau pointed out that motivational
internalism seemed to required a pro tanto view of reasons. On Shafer-Landau’s
view, pro tanto reasons imply a necessary connection between reasons and
motivation because the defeasibility of a reason does not extinguish its
motivational efficacy. On a pro tanto account, I may have a reason to eat a cream
cake (my pleasure) and also a reason to loose weight (my health). I may choose
not to eat the cream cake, but this does not extinguish my reason for wanting to
eat it: my motivation to eat it remains. The necessary connection between reasons
and motivation seems intact. But Scanlon argues that when we deliberate on
reasons, our deliberation does not take a pro tanto form. I would suggest that

there are two responses to make to this challenge.
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Firstly, Scanlon accepts that there will be instances of pro tanto reasoning.
This will be particularly likely in cases such as that of cream cakes and dieting.
But his point is that in the main, practical deliberation is not of the pro tanto form.
This is merely to point out that Scanlon's internalism accommodates the pro tanto
form on some occasions. The secopd response is to note that Scanlon's argument
against pro tanto reasoning is targeted at the problem of deliberation, and not
motivation. Scanlon argues that when we consider whether to play a game against
a friend to win or for fun, we may decide that, in the circumstances, it is wholly
inappropriate to play to win, and discount the relevance of our reason to play to
win in our deliberation on how to play the game. When we dismiss the reasoﬂ as
inappropriate, we are saying, in this context, it is not a reason. The connection
between the reason and motivation remains, but both are eliminated from our
deliberation. Should we decide that the circumstances have changed and it is
appropriate to play to win, our reintroduction of the reason will bring with it the
motivation to play to win (as these are identical). So, using Shafer-Landau’s
terminology, we can say that Scanlon has a pro tanto view of the relationship
between reasons and motivation, but a prima facie view of the nature of practical

deliberation.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have argued in favour of Scanlon's understanding of motivation.
I have described his view as a kind of anti-Humeanism about motivation.
Scanlon's distinctive argument is that motivation is constituted by reasons as
considerations. I have argued that this conception of motivation is better able to

explain motivation than either Humean or anti-Humean alternatives. Scanlon's
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view amounts to an internalism about motivating reasons. Internalism about
motivation is different from internalism about normative reasons. Our discussion
in this chapter has left to one side the questibn of the consfitufion of normative
reasons. Whilst Scanlon accepts that having a consideration is a necessary
condition for having a motivation, we will see that Scanlon holds a different view
when it comés to normative reasons. And so we now turn from asking if there are
subjective grounds for the constitution of motivation, to the question of whether

there are subjective grounds to the constitution of normative reasons.
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Chapter Three

INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL REASONS

Introduction

We found, in chapter two, that for Scanlon, motivation is constituted by reasons as
considerations. This is an anti-Humean view, to the extent that it rejects the
necessity of desires in the constitution of motivation. It was also an internalist
view of motivation: in other words, it accepts that there is a necessary connection
between reasons and motivation. We recall that whilst introducing ;)ur discussion
of motivational internalism, I made a distinction between motivational internalism,
and reasons internalism. Motivational internalism applies to the conditions of
motivation, whilst reasons internalism applies to the conditions of reasons in the
standard normative sense. Motivational internalism is concerned with the
contents and conditions of an agent’s actions; reasons internalism is concerned
with the nature and conditions of normative reasons. Reasons internalism is a
view about the conditions necessary to make the sentence ‘4 has a reason to ¢
true.

In this chapter I will set out the debate regarding internal and external
reasons. I will begin section one with Williams’s original discussion. In the
second part of section one I will set out the varieties of strong and weak
internalism and externalism. I will then, in section two, explain Scanlon's
argument against internalism. I will present a reading of Scanlon as a weak

externalist about reasons. Weak externalism allows for the possibility of an agent

81



recognising a normative reason, and yet rafional]y rejecting the normativity of the
reason for them. In the final section, four, I will discuss the question of the
objectivity of normative reasons, and show that Scanlon is committed to the view
that the aim of practical deliberation is truth and objectivity. We will therefore
come to see that Scanlon's view combines a commitment to weak externalism and
the objectivity of normative reasons. In conclusion, I will argue that this is an
unsatisfactory, and incoherent combination. I will suggest that Williams's view is
in fact more coherent as it combines weak internalism with a rejection of the
possibility of truth and objectivity in normative reasons. Whilst more coherent, I
will suggest that this is unattractive, and ask if we can find a means of combining
Williams's weak internalism with Scanlon's commitment to the objectivity of

normative reasons.

1, Internal and External Reasons

a) Williams's Distinction Between Internal and External Reasons

Williams argues that there are two possible interpretations of the statement ‘4 has
reason to ¢’ The first, internal, interpretation states that there is 'a necessary
connection between the existence of a normative reason and a subject’s actual or
possible motivations. The second, external, interpretation denies that there is
necessarily any such connection between the existence of a reason and a subject’s
motivations.! Williams's purpose is to show that only internal interpretations are

valid, and that there are no external reasons.

! Bernard Williams, ‘Internal and External Reasons’ in Bemard Williams, Moral Luck, (Cambridge
University Press, 1981), 101
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On this view, the statement ‘X has reason to ¢ is true if and only if X is
motivated, or could come to be motivated, to ¢ for that reason. Unless I am
motivated to be educated, or could come to be motivated, I cannot be said to have
a reason to seek education; unless I am motivated to live a long healthy life, I
cannot be said to have a reason to live healthily. This is a view about the
existence of normative reasons. It denies that a normative reason can exist
independently from a person’s motivations. ‘What is it that one comes to believe
when he comes to believe that there is a reason for him to ¢, if it is not the
proposition, or something that entails the proposition, that if he deliberated
rationally, he would be motivated to act appropriately?°?

On Williams's description of the external view, it is not a truth condition of
the statement ‘X has reason to ¢ that X is motivated to ¢. An external reason is
one that is supposed to exist and apply to someone irrespective of their
motivations or dispositions.

For Williams, a person’s motivations are described as their subjective
motivational set. The notion of a subjective motivational set is drawn broadly,
and is not restricted to a Humean view that motivation necessarily includes desires.
A subjective motivational set may include ‘...dispositions of evaluation, patterns
of emotional reaction, personal loyalties, and various projects, as they may be
abstractly called, embodying commitments of the agent.”* Given that Williams
defines the constitution of motivation very broadly, reasons internalism could be
compatible with a Humean or anti-Humean view of motivation. Williams is not

concerned to define the nature of motivation very strictly. His argument is that

2 ibid.
3ibid., 105
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the internal interpretation of normative reasons is characterised by the
commitment to a necessary connection between motivation and reasons.

Williams’s internalism is not restricted simply to the range of actual
motivations that a person possesses. He accepts that internal reasons can apply to
an agent so long as we can show that there is a sound deliberative route from the
existing motivations to the new, augmented motivations. Williams later amended
his original statement of the internalist view such that it read: ‘4 has a reason to ¢
only if there is a sound deliberative route from A’s subjective motivational set...
to A’s ¢-ing.”*

Sound deliberation is not restricted to an instrumental fulfilment of the
contents of a subjective motivational set. Ernesto Gart;ia has helpfully pointed out
that Williams's notion of a sound deliberative route involves two constraints. ‘For
Williams, we must avoid both (a) “procedural error”, where certain procedures of
practical reasoning that we engage in are, in some sense, invalid ones, and (b)
“factual error”, where we base our reasons upon false beliefs.’® Sound
deliberation may include reflection, revision, imagination, and transformation.
However, any reflection, revision, imagination, and transformation is controlled
by the original contents of the subjective motivational set. Williams gives some
examples of what sound deliberation might consist in: we may seek to convince
someone who is thirsty that they should not drink the liquid in front of them
because it is petrol not gin. In this case they may believe they have an internal

reason to drink the liquid, but reflection and examination shows that they do not:

4 Bernard Williams, ‘Postscript: Some Further Notes of Internal and External Reasons’ in Elijah Millgram
ged.), Varieties of Practical Reasoning, (London, The Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press, 2001), 91

Ernesto V. Garcia, ‘Value Realism and the Internalism/Externalism Debate,’ in Philosophical Studies, 117
(2004), 234 :
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we have committed a factual error. An example of procedural error is found in
Williams's example of man who is nasty to his wife. This man might be entirely
consistent in his actions if he is motivated to express his anger nastily, and sees no
reason against being unpleasant to his spouse. But Williams does not suppose that
his man is immune from rebuke. We could still, on an internalist account of
normative reasons, criticise the man as °...ungrateful, inconsiderate, hard, sexist,
nasty, selfish, brutal, and many other disadvantageous things. I shall presumably
say, whatever else I say, that it would be better if he were nicer to her.”® But we
cannot appeal to the man’s reasons and motivations to be nicer to his wife, as he
does not care for this. But Williams seems to hope that somewhere in this man’s
wider moral makeup, there are commitments and motivations that we can appeal
to, and provide a sound deliberative route from, in order to show the man that he
has reason to be kind to his wife. In this sense our criticism is related to the
procedure that he has used to employ and reflect on his various moral and
practical motivations, and we appeal to his presumed wish to have coherence

¢

amongst these different commitments. When we make such criticisms °...we
launch them and hope that somewhere in the agent is some motivation that by
some deliberative route might issue in the action we seek.”’

The external interpretation denies that the existence of normative reasons
is restricted in this way. Williams criticises people who attempt to justify
normative reasons to those who are not motivated to act on them. No matter how

loud or vehement the attempted justification, no matter how logical or valid the

reasoning, normative reasons that do not connect, at least potentially, with a

¢ Bernard Williams, Internal Reasons and the Obscurity of Blame, in Bernard Williams, Making Sense of
Humanity, (Cambridge University Press, 1995), 39
7 ibid., 40
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subject’s motivation simply do not exist. Williams suggests that believers in
external reasons often browbeat their audience with claims that an external reason
is a requirement of rationality, and that a person who does not accept an external
reason is being irrational. The externalist does not recognise the internal
condition that normative reasons must connect to an agent’s motivations. On the
externalist’s view, the effectiveness of an external reason is apparently derived
from the rules of rationality and not the substance of a subjective motivational set.
But Williams argues that this must be wrong. Nonﬁative reasoning must be
substantive. We cannot produce effective normative reasons by pure logical
deduction from premises external to an agent’s subjective motivation set. There is

- no substantive content to formal rationality. The notion of an external reason fails
to recognise the substantive subjective conditions of normative reasons and
reasoning. [External reasons fail to recognise that having a motivation is a
necessary condition for having a normative reason.

To clarify the difference between internal and external reasons, Williams
refers to Henry James’s story Owen Wingrave. Owen has been in preparatory
training for a military career. However, he decides to reject this career. His
family are shocked as, for 300 years, male Wingraves have pursued the martial
life. But Owen decides that war is ‘crass barbarism’ that only brings
‘immeasurable misery.’”® Owen is of firm conviction that he does not have é. good
reason to continue in the footsteps of his male ancestors, but his family tries to

persuade him that he should join the army.’

8 Henry James, ‘Owen Wingrave,” in Henry James, Ghost Stories of Henry James, (Hertfordshire,
Wordsworth Editions, 2001) 131-132 v

% In James’s story, Owen’s father is dead, killed in battle when Owen was an infant, but in Williams's
description, he is alive and tries to persuade his son. Williams's point is unaffected.
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...Owen’s father urges on him the necessity and importance of his
joining the army, since all his male ancestors were soldiers, and
finally pride requires him to do the same. Owen Wingrave has no
motivation to join the army at all, and all his desires lead in
another direction: he hates everything about military life and what
it means. His father might have expressed himself by saying that
there was a reason for Owen to join the army. Knowing that there -
was nothing in Owen’s S which would lead, through deliberative
reasoning, to his doing this would not make him withdraw the
claim or admit that he made it under a misapprehension. He

means it in an external sense. '

Williams is not arguing that there is no value in the military life, or that
Owen’s father is wrong to value it. Owen’s father’s reasons are good reasons for
him, because he is motivated by a respect for family martial tradition. Reasoning,
with others or on our own, must begin from an agent’s subjective motivational set.
Owen’s father is wrong to browbeat his son with justifications based on values
and reasons Owen is not motivated by.

The reasons to join the army are internal reasons for Owen’s father, but

external for Owen. Having a pro-attitude to ¢@is taken as a necessary condition for

the judgment that there are good reasons to ¢, and for subsequently ¢-ing. Quite
simply, Williams believes that external reasons do not exist. It is a requirement of
normative reasons that they connect substantively to a person’s motivations. An
external reason has no such connection; it is therefore not a reason. Christine
Korsgaard offers a helpful summary:

An internalist theory is a theory according to which the
knowledge (or the truth or the acceptance) of a moral judgment

implies the existence of a motive (not necessarily overriding) for

10 Williams, Internal and External Reasons, 106
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acting on that judgment. If I judge that some action is right, it is
implied that I have, and acknowledge, some motive or reason for
performing that action. It is part of the sense of the judgment that
a motive is present: if someone agrees that an action is right, but
cannot see any motive or reason for doing it, we must suppose,
according to these views, that she does not quite know what she
means when she agrees that the action is right. On an externalist
theory, by contrast, such a conjunction of moral comprehension
and total unmotivatedness is perfectly possible: knowledge is one

thing and motivation is another."

b) Varieties of Reasons Internalism and Externalism
Williams's well known distinction is between internal and external reasons. We
can, though, make a further distinction between weak and strong versions of
reasons internalism and reasons externalism. I will set out briefly what each
would consist in.

e Strong Reasons Internalism

This is the view that the existence of a normative reason to ¢ depends on the

presence of a motivation to ¢ in a subject’s actual motivational set. On this view,
normativity depends onA motivation. Normative reasons are the kinds of things
that can motivate because they are identified with actual motivations: normative
reasons must be potentially explanatory of action. The strong version of reasons
internalism introduces a significant restriction on the constitution of a normative

reason. An example is that Owen Wingrave could only be said to have a

! Christine M. Korsgaard, ‘Skepticism about Practical Reason,’ in The Journal of Philosophy, 83: 1 (Jan,
1986), 8-9. We should note that whilst this quote helpfully expresses the difference between internalism and
externalism, I am working with a distinction between motivational internalism and reasons internalism, which
Korsgaard does not seem to employ. So when Korsgaard speaks of the ‘...judgment, or truth, or acceptance
of moral reasons...’, I am interpreting this as a question of the existence of these reasons, not merely the
perception or judgment of them.
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normative reason to join the army if he actually was motivated to join the army.
As Korsgaard puts it,

...in order for the principle to provide reasons for a given agent,
acceptance of the principle must constitute part of the agent’s
subjective motivational set. If the principle is not accepted by the
agent, its dictates are not reasons for her. Reasons are relativized
to the set. If this is true, it looks at first as if all practical reasons
will be relative to the individual, because they are conditioned by
what is in the subjective motivational set. Reasons that apply to
you regardless of what is in your subjective motivational set will

not exist."
e Weak Reasons Internalism
Weak Reasons Internalism says that a normative reason to ¢ is dependent on the
possibility of an agent developing a motivation to ¢, based on sound deliberation
from their actual motivational set. This view stipulates that normative reasons
must still be identiﬁeci with the motivations of agents; it must still be potentially
explanatory of action. But weak reasons internalism is more permissive of the
range of motivations that ground reasons, constituting them in terms of valid
deliberation. However, whilst weak reasons internalism includes the notion of
del‘iberation and criticism on normative reasoning, the terms of this reasoning are
limited to the limits of sound deliberative route from a person’s actual motivations.
It seems as though sound deliberation consists in seeking the greatest coherence
between reasons and motivations, along with widest range of correct information.
The methods of sound deliberation may include logical analysis and imaginative

reflection. What is essential to the view is that the existence and validity of the

2 Korsgaard, Skepticism about Practical Reason, 21

89



normative reasons is limited to a necessary connection with a person’s possible
motivations.

Both weak and strong reasons internalism take it that normative reasons
must be explanatory of action.

If it is true that A has a reason to ¢, then it must be possible that he
should ¢ for that reason; and if he does act for that reason, then
that reason will be the explanation of his acting. So the claim that
he has a reason to ¢ - that is, the normative statement “He has
reason to ¢’ — introduces the possibility of that reason being an

explanation..."”

They differ in their understanding of the range, scope, and propagation of
motivations that underpin the existence of normative reasons. What is essential to
both views, is the principle that normative reasons are necessarily connected to
the motivations of a subject.

e Strong Reasons Externalism
Strong Reasons Externalism is the view that there are normative reasons that exist
in_dependently of the constraint that they be potentially explanatory of action, and
independently of the condition that they are necessarily cognisable by humans.
Such a view would probably be rejected by most philosophers, but may be one
reading of Plato’s notion of forms (although not the only reading of this doctrine).
o Weak Reasons Externalism
Weak reasons externalism holds that reasons may exist independently of any
motivations of a subject. Weak reasons externalism differs from the strong

version in that it accepts that normative reasons are necessarily potentially

13 Bernard Williams, Internal Reasons and the Obscurity of Blame, in Bernard Williams, Making Sense of
Humanity, (Cambridge University Press, 1995), 38-9
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explanatory of action, and necessarily cognisable by humans. Thus the agent has
the capacity to recognise the reason and to act on it. But if the agent does not
rgcognise the reason, the reason still exists for him even though its existence does
not depend on there being any sound deliberative route from his existing
motivations. For weak externalism, the validity of a reason does not depend on
there being any such route from a person’s existing or possible motivations. It is
possible, on a weak cxt;malist view, for an agent to be rational, and to recognise
the existence of a normative reasons, but to deny that it is nlormatively
authoritative for them, as they are not motivated appropriately. In the absence of
a motivation, a person can claim exemption from the normativity of a reason.
o Objectivity, Truth, and Normative Reasons

The distinction between internal and external refers to the connection between
normative reasons and motivations. In itself, this distinction does not imply a
thesis about the truth or objectivity of normative reasons. We will discuss
Scanlon and Williams’s understanding of the notion of truth in normative
reasoning in section three, and so I will not offer a definition of truth in normative
reasoning at the moment. The notion of obj éctivity is somewhat less obviously
addressed in the work of Scanlon than Williams. For the purposes of our present
discussion, I will understand the question of the objectivity of normative reasons .
to relate to the universality and necessity of the ascription of normative reasons.
An objective view of normative reasohs could be grounded on a metaphysical,
naturalist, or rationalist argument. In the arguments that follow, I will distinguish
an objective view of normative reasons from a non-objective view. I choose the

notion of non-objectivity because it leaves open the question of the whether the
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non-objective view is a subjective, intersubjective, or some other doctrine of the
nature and ascription of normative reasons.

Let us take a brief look at the ways internalism and externalism could be
combined with differing views on the objectivity of reasons. Weak reasons
externalism is the view that the existence and va]idity of normative reasons is
constituted independently of the (possible) motivations of the agent. But weak
externalism is compatible with either an objective or non-objective view of the
nature and ascription of normative reasons. It could, for example, include the
view that normative reasons are grounded on cultural or historical practices. On
these grounds, normative reasons are not defined in terms of a relationship with
the motivations of agents (this is the externalist thesis), but as the reasons are
derived from contingent and particular practices, these reasons are seen as neither
universal nor necessarily ascribable to persons: they are not objective.
Alternatively, weak reasons externalism could include the view that normative
reasons are grounded on natural (or even non-natural) facts, which constitute the
universal and necessary ascription of normative reasons to persons.

Weak reasons internalism is also open to objective and non-objective
possibilities. If there is an ‘objective list’ of motivations, based say on a
naturalistic account of human needs and interests, weak reasons internalism could
produce an account of objective normative reasons. On the other hand, a weak
reasons internalism could present a non-objective view of normative reasons
where motivations are, for example, constituted by cultural or social practices, or
on a radically individualistic basis. In each case, both objective and non-objective,

there may be terms of valid deliberation and therefore truth about normative
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reasoning. But a minimalist conception of truth in normative reason is compatible
with both the objective and non-objective interpretations of the nature and
ascription of normative reasons.

I will argue in section three, that Williams and Scanlon share a similar
view of the nature of truth in normative reasoning. But wheréas Williams
combines his weak internalism with a non-objective view of normative reasons,
Scanlon argues for an objective weak reasons externalism. I will suggest that both
these combinations are unsatisfactory. For now, I wish merely to make clear that
whilst Williams objects to both objective normative reasons, and external reasons,
these are different commitments and different arguments. Weak reasons
internalism is compatible with an objective view of normative reasons. This is the
combination I will be arguing in favour of later in this thesis.

In the following section, I will set out Scanlon's response to reasons
internalism. We will see that Scanlon rejects both strong and weak internalism. I

will then examine Scanlon's weak reasons externalism.

2. Scanlon's Rejection of Internalism

In this section I will first set out Scanlon's rejection of the view that normative
reasons must connect to a person’s desires or beliefs. I will then set out Scanlon's

objection to Williams's conception of weak reasons internalism.

a) Desires and Normative Reasons
In some instances, a normative reason is primarily concerned with the satisfaction

of a subjective state, such as the satisfaction of a pleasure, or the relief of pain. In
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these cases we might say that this normative reason depends on the subjective
state.

With ‘respect to some of our reasons, acceptance of this
dependence poses no problem. It is easy to accept the claim that
my reasons for eating coffee ice cream and for going to the
seashore rather than to the mountains depend on the fact that these
things appeal to me. And this is true not only of reasons that are

trivial or have to do with “matters of taste.”'*

Scanlon therefore accepts that motivation can be connected to the
existence of a valid normative reason. But is this specific instance an example of
the general nature of normative reasons? Is a desire a necessary condition for the
existence of a normative reason? Scanlon's answer is typically robust: ‘...desires
almost never provide reasons for action in the way described by the standard
desire model.’**

Scanlon describes an example of someone who is ‘...beset by the desire to
have a new computer.”’® Does being in the state of having a desire for a new
computer give a person a reason to buy one? Scanlon argues that it does not.

[D]oes my being in this state make it the case that I Aave a reason
to buy a new computer (because doing this would satisfy my
desire)? It seems to me clear that it does not. Such a state can
occur (indeed, it often does) even when my considered judgment
is that I in fact have no reason to buy a new machine, since I
believe (correctly, let us suppose) that the features of the newer
models would be of no real benefit to me. In such a case the fact
that I have this desire gives me no reason to buy a new computer

(aside, perhaps, from the indirect one that it would put and end,

14 Scanlon, What We Owe, 42
15 ibid., 43
16 ibid.

94



for a time, to my being nagged by the desire and wasting time

reading computer advertisements)."”

Scanlon uses this example to point out the independence of reasons and
desires. The discrepancy between what we desire, and the reasons we have,
shows us that a desire is not a necessary condition of a normative reason.

However, Scanlon's example may be under described. Scanlon argues in
this example that the desire and the reason have no relationship (except a
contingent, indirect one). My desire for a new computer is not a reason for a
computer, and I could have a reason to not buy a new computer in the face of a
desire for one. But rather than the desire and the reason being strangers, this
example could merely show that the reason derived from a desire for a new
computer is outweighed by my reason derived from a desire to be frugal. It could
be the case that my desire to live within my means gives me a better reason than
satisfying my desire for the latest machine. Scanlon has merely pointed out the
defeasibility of substantive internal reasons, and not that there is no necessary
connection between desires and normative reasoﬁs. A person may have a
plurality of conflicting reasons based on a plurality of conflicting desires.

But Scanlon wants to show that the effective normative reason against
buying a new machine has no connection to a desire. He wants to show, in other
words, that a desire for a new computer is not a necessary condition for having a
reason to buy a new computer, and conversely, that having a desire not to buy a
computer is not a necessary condition for there to be a normative reason against

buying a computer.

17 ibid., 43-44
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It is not just that the reason provided by the desire is outweighed
by other considerations. I would not say “Well, I do have some
reason to buy the computer since it would satisfy my desire, but
on balance it is not worth it.” The desire, even if it persists,
provides no reason at all (except possibly the indirect one just

mentioned).'®

For Scanlon, the necessary and sufficient condition for having a normative
reason to ¢ is that there are sufficient good considerations in favour of ¢ -ing. It
seems to me that Scanlon's argurhent has not quite shown what he intended here.
It is entirely plausible that this example could merely point to the defeasibility of
internal reasons, and not the independence of subjective states and normative
reasons. However, I believe we can strengthen Scanlon's argument if we recall
two doctrines introduced into the discussion of the structure of reasoning and
desires from the previous chapter. The first concerns the motivational efficacy of
reasons as considerations (if my reason to be frugal is devoid of desire, can it
stand as a normative reason that is potentially explanatory of action?); the second
concerns the objection to the pro tanto view of practical reasoning.

I set out and defended Scanlon's view that reasons as considerations are
motivationally efficacious. Therefore, our ‘subjective motivational set’ was
constituted by our reason judgments about the considerations there are, and not
desires or pro-attitudes. There is no problem, on this account, of the 'connection
between motivation and normative reasons. On a Humean view, we might ask
how a judgment that there is a reason can provide motivation in the absence of
desire; but on Scanlon's view the judgment that there is a reason is to have a

motivation. Following from this, Scanlon argued that on close examination, there

18 ibid., 44
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was no phenomenon that corresponded to the Humean notion of a desire, ‘pro-
attitude, or direction of fit. Desires are not needed in account of normative
reasons, but even if they were, the phenomenon described as desires by Humeans
does not exist and could not supply this need. So in the example of the desire to
buy a new computer, Scanlon’ can claim that this is not an instance of one desire
overwhelming another desire, as the reason to be frugal is motivationally
efficacious without any reference to desires. The notion of a normative reason
can therefore include the necessary condition of being at least potentially
explanatory of action whilst existing independently of desires or subjective states.
The second argument that Scanlon alludes to in this section is the nature of
" practical deliberation. For Scanlon, simple reasons can exclude other reasons or
objects of consideration from deliberation. Practical deliberation is not a matter
of weighing the strength of various desires. It is rather a matter of judging which
considerations are appropriate and relevant. Normative reasons would not have
this evaluative quality if they were necessarily connected to desires. Desires may
conflict sharply and persist. It cannot be a property of a desire to exclude other
desires. Desires have an object and a weight. They are not normally understood
to have any evaluative properties. Indeed, our judgments evaluate our desires.
Scanlon accepts willingly that our subjective states, past, present, and future, can
be important objects of our reasons. The fact that 1 eﬁjoy coffee ice cream‘is a
subjective condition that is extremely relevant to deliberation about ice cream. It
is certainly the case that the person who craves coffee ice cream is more likely to
have a reason to buy a coffee ice cream than someone who dislikes the taste of

coffee ice cream. This is a clear instance where our subjective state affects the
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constitution of normative reaséns. Does this establish that subjective states are a
necessafy condition for normative reasons?

If I like coffee ice cream, this can manifest itself in a very direct way as an
urge to eat coffee ice cream. My preference for coffee ice cream is a feature of
my taste that is true of me all the time (probably). It is true that preferences and
tastes distinguish people and provide them with different reasons, but these
subjective conditions do not fulfil the definition of desires required by the
substantive motivational condition of internal reasons. This condition States that
having a desire is necessary to have a reason, because the desire motivates the
normative reasons. But when I desife some coffee ice cream, the important
subjective state is the future experience of eating the ice cream. The reason to eat
coffee ice cream need not depend on my having a prior desire to eat ice cream, my
reason might be derived from my anticipation ¢...of future enjoyment, not present
desire.’” It might also be true that someone regards their preference for coffee ice
cream as rather vulgar. They might want to educate their palate and refine their
taste, such that they will, in future, prefgr strawberry ice cream. In this case, the
normative reason is to ignore one’s current states and to acquire a certain desire in
the future. It is not derived from, and does not depend on, present desire. So my
preferences and tastes are certainly important objects of consideration, but they
are not necessary conditions of normative reasons. Scanlon has shown once again,
that desires aﬁd normative reasons can exist independently. Normative reasons

clearly do set limits and proscriptions on appropriate reasons or objects of

Y ibid.
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consideration. Desires and subjective states are objects of consideration and
evaluation, and not necessary conditions.

The example of the person beset by a desire for a new computer points out
the independence of desires and normative reasons. This discrepancy shows that
we can have desires without having reasons, and that we can have reasons without -
having desires. These are strong arguments to reject the notion that normative
reasons require the presence of desires.

We have just seen that being in a certain subjective state, namely having a
desire, is not a necessary condition for the existence of a normative reason. We
can recognise the validity of normative reasons even when they contradict the
promptings of our subjective states. This independénce of normative reasons and
desires is explained by the view that our judgments of the considerations that
count in favour of something are the origin of our normative reasons, and not
desires. This is the first step in Scanlon's refutation of the internalist thesis of
normative reasons. But Williams’s notion of a subjective motivational set
included more than desires. Should we therefore conclude that subjective states
have no place in the constitution of normative reasons? An internalist like
Williams might happily accept that good normative reasons are not usually
connected to the satisfaction of pleasure, or the appeasement of a pressing desire.
But an internalist would steadfastly maintain that a subjective motivation is a
necessary condition for having a reason. The object of the motivation need not be
so closely connected to preferences or urges for someone to want it. The good of
the object of my desires might be constituted independently of my desires. I

might want to save the rain forests because I believe they are valuable in
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themselves. But my being in a state of wanting to save them distinguishes me
from someone who does not want to save them. I take this wanting as a good
reason to act to save the rainforests.

I think that this is often what we do mean when we say that a
person has a reason to act because he or she wants something that
that action would produce. When we say, for example, that a
person has a reason to call the travel agent because she wants to
go to Chicago, we don’t mean merely that she would enjoy
Chicago, or that she thinks longingly of it and finds the thought of
going there tempting, but rather that she takes herself to have good
reason to make the trip. Here we have identified a state whose

occurrence can affect the reasons an agent has, but it is misleading

to call it “desire.”®

Scanlon accepts that there is a clear subjective difference between
someone who wants to save the rain forest, or as in the case of Owen and his
father, someone who wants to join the army, and someone who does not. But is
being in this state of wanting this state of affairs a necessary condition to have a
reason?

.Scanlon argues that this state of having a desire cannot be an original
source of reasons. The subjective state might be taken as an object of our‘
normative reasoning, but it is a mistake to move from understanding a subjective
state as an ij ect of normative reasoning, to take a subjective state as the origin of
normative reasoning. For the state to count in any way in the planning or
intentions of an agent, it must become a consideration: it must be taken as a
reason. Normative reasons are derived from our judgment of the considerations

that count in favour of something. Scanlon accepts that adopting certain plans or
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making certain judgments will affect our subjective state. But our state is
dependent on our judgment that there are good reasons, and not the other way
around. Our judgment about reasons can affect our subjective state. But in this
sense, the subjective state is not an object of deliberatibn as in the previous two
examples. The subjective state is rather an outcome of our practical reasoning.
This might sound very similar to Jonathan Dancy’s position as set out in the
previous chapter. Dancy maintains that a belief can cause a motivation, but the
complete state of being motivated is described as desire. Scanlon's view is
different, because he does not argue that the subsequent state, derived from the
reasoning, has any contribution to make to the constitution of the motivational or
normative reason. The normative reasons are essentially unaffected by the
subjective state. It is of no normative significance if I experience a huge change
in disposition, or experience none. These subjective experiences might be of great
personal significance, and may distinguish me from someone who has not made
the judgments that I have made. But these subjective states are independent from
the motivational and normative efficacy of the reasons. As these subjective states
are derived from the judgment about reasons as considerations they are neither the
origin nor condition of normative reasons.

The normative sufficiency of reasons as considerations is confirmed by
comparison of desire-based reasons and intention-based reasons. Scanlon refers
to Michael Bratman’s notion of an intention as a (possibly incomplete) plan. A
person who has an intention has a reason to pursue that intention in their future

plans and deliberations ‘...unless he or she has reason then to reconsider it.’* If
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we reconsider our reasons, then we will (normally) alter or abandon our plans and
intentions. A change in our reasons is caused by a re-evaluation of the
considerations that count in favour of something, and not by our subjective states.
Desire based reasons are not revisable in this way. The presence of an opposing
desire does not eliminate its negative. Scanlon points out that the ‘unless’ clause
in the description of intention-based reasons does not apply to desire-based
reasons. If a desire is a necessary condition for a reason, the presence of a revised
 intention is only explained by the occurrence of a new desire. But revised reasons
are based on a re-evaluation of the consideratipns that count in favour of
something, This re-evaluation may affect our subjective states, but it is not
caused by our subjectivé states. Its cause is the assessment of the considerations
that count in favour of something.

[O]ne’s “taking” a consideration to be relevant is what has the
reason-shaping consequences... described. Like the formation of
an intention, such a “taking” is a move within practical thinking
rather than, as desires are commonly supposed to be, a state which
simple occurs and is then a “given” for subsequent deliberation.
(This is shown by the fact that it continues to affect the reasons

one has only in the absence of grounds for reconsideration).”

Desires are neither necessary for the evaluation 6f reasons, or for any
subsequent adoption of reasons. A revision might affect the subject greatly, but
this merely points out that subjective states can be affected by reasons. There is
no necessary role for desires in the formation and revision of normative reasons.

In the preceding discussion we have seen that Scanlon objects to the

internalist connection between desires and normative reasons. Having a desire is
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not a necessary condition for having a reason. Subjective states and normative
reasons are frequently related, but only as objects or outcomes of practical
reasoning, and not as source and condition. Scanlon's argument rests on: (a) the
independence of subjective states and normative reasons; and (b) the susceptibility
of our normative reasons to reconsideration, which points to desires as outcomes
of reasoning and not condition of reasons.

b) Beliefs and Normative Reasons

Wé recall from the previous chapter that a t)/lpical anti-Humean view of
motivation supposed that beliefs were the necessary condition and origin of
motivation. Scanlon notes that normative reasons may be connected to beliefs.

If I am explaining to someone why I did not buy the hat I might
cite my belief about its color: “Why didn’t I buy it? Because I
could see that it was day-glo pink, that’s why.” If I did this I
would be giving my operative reason. But when I am deciding
what to do, and hence considering reasons in the “standard
normative sense,” what is relevant is something about the hat, not
about my state of mind. That the hat is day-glo pink is a reason
not to buy it: that admitting how I feel about such hats would hurt
my friend’s feelings is a reason to dissemble; and so on. What are
here cited as reasons are not beliefs but the sort of things, picked

out by “that” clauses, that are the contents of beliefs.?

Scanlon's argument against the necessity of beliefs in the constitution of
normative ‘reasons is rather brief. As mentioned in the previous section, a
reasonable requirement on an account of normative reasons is that they are A
potentially explanatory of action. It is unclear how a feature of the world could be

potentially explanatory of action, unless it is connected to an aspect of our
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intentional agency. In what sense is the colour of a hat a reason? Surely, my
belief in the colour of the hat and the effect it has on my friend’s feelings is the
essence of the reason, and not an empirical quality in the world? Scanlon's
arguments do not seem to offer a sufficient refutation of this anti-Humean
internalism. But we can find further support for the form of Scanlon's argument
in Jonathan Dancy’s rejection of the role of | beliefs in the constitution of
normative reasons. Dancy’s arguments seem entirely' complementary with
Scanlon's view stated above, but offer further depth.

Scanlon took a normative reason to be a feature of the world. When we
deliberate on practical questions, we ask: do the roses smell fragrant; is my friend
in need? These are features of the world that provide us with reaéons to act one
way or another. But a motivating reason is the subjective state of believing; it is
not the sort of thing that could be a normative reason. A subject’s state of
believing might be taken as a fact of the world to be taken into account, such as
my friend’s belief that I will help them. But my subjective state of belief is a
condition that I occupy, and is not a feature of the world that I am inquiring into.
Dancy note; that the reasons that favour an action can explain the reasons that
there are for acting, which in turn can explain the actions. ‘We emerge with a
three-part story in which everything has its place, and nothing is missed out. The
story is: normative reason — motivating reason — action. The arrows in this
story indicate relations of explanation...’* There is no equivalent three-part story

that explains normative reasons in terms of motivating reasons. It is not the case
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that an intentional action explains motivating reasons (beliefs) that in turn explain
normative reasons (features of the world).

...the reasons why we act can never be. among the reasons in
favour of acting, if the three-part story is true... The crucial point
here is that believing that p is never (or hardly ever) a good reason
for ¢-ing. It is what is believed, that p, that is the good reason for

¢-ing, if there is one.’”

An internalist may respond to this complaint by arguing that beliefs are not
simply a subjective state of believing, wholly and categoﬁcally different from
reasons as features of the world. They are instead understood as subjective states
with content, a proposition, which can be true or untrue. This suggests a different
model from the three-part explanatory model that we introduced earlier. On this
view a belief °...is psychological state p/us content that together constitute the
motivating reason, and the content alone that constitutes the normative reason, if
there is one.’* Does this interpretation avoid the categorical mistake of the three-
part account?

Dancy offers two reasons to reject the belief plus content view. Firstly, he
points out that propositions are different from states of affairs. Let us .suppose
that my friend is in need, aqd I help him. If someone asks me: why did you help
your friend, it seems correct to answer, 5ecause he was in need, rather than,
because I believed the proposition, ‘my friend is in need.” As we see from
Scanlon's quote, it is that fact that the hat is green that provides the reason, not my
belief in the proposition ‘the haf is green.” On this view, features of the real world

provide reasons. I might conceptualise these in propositional terms, but that is an
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act of cognitive apprehension, and not constitution. Secondly, someone might
respond that it is not simply propositions that are supposed to be good normative
reasons, but true propositions. But Dancy insists that this difference is insufficient
to provide what we need. ‘The argument was not that false propositions cannot be
good reasons... If propositions are deemed incapable of being good reasons for
action on the ground that they are too thin or insubstantial, or that they are the
wrong sort of thing, true propositions will be not better than false ones, since all
will be equally inadequate to the task.’?

Dancy also accuses the belief model of normative reasons of involving the
fallacy of detachment. Detachment is a move made in argument where a
requirement on a complex, say a complex of belief and action, is broken down
(detached from the complex as a whole) and applied to one part if the other
obtains. For example, I_ should not believe that promises must be kept, and tﬁen
not keep promises. The requirement holds to that particular complex of belief and
action. But it does not follow that if one believes that one should keep promises,
that acts of breaking promises are necessarily wrong, and it also does not follow
that if I break a promise, I should believe that there is no reason to not break
promises. The mistake made is to view the belief as something other than part of
the relevant state of affairs. The belief does not make the action wrong, and the
performing a wrong action does not require us to believe that the action is not
wrong. But it is wrong to believe something and not act on it (as a complex). The
reasons for this are not constituted by the belief; or the action, but by the state of

affairs of having the belief and acting contrary to it.
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Should we say that, if he believes that there is most reason to do
D, D is what he should do? To say this would be to make his
belief infallible, and surely that would be a mistake. To avoid that
mistake, we should suppose only that there is a rational
prohibition against the combination of [believing that the reasons
call for this but not doing it]. To prevent this from yielding a
prohibition against failing to doing it, for those who believe that
this is what there is most reason to do, we need the ban on
detachment.?

The final argument that Dancy deploys against the belief view of

normative reasons is derived from Arthur Collins’s view that °...the three-part

story makes possible something that is in fact impossible, namely for the agent to

explain his action in a way that makes no commitment to the truth of the beliefs

that he cites in that explanation.’®

When we explain an action, we are taking into account that the action was

performed from the perspective of the agent. The statement, ‘4 @-ed because she

believed that p’ is a statement about the state of mind of 4 in ¢-ing. It is in fact

another description, as Collins calls it, a ‘psychologising restatement,’ of the event

‘A ¢-ed because p.” The belief does help explain the event of the agent’s actions,

but it does not constitute the reason why the agent acted. That reason inhered in

the situation that the agent apprehended.

The agent takes ‘I am doing it because p’ and ‘I am doing it
because I believe that p’ as equivalent explanations. The second
explanation does not have a new and quite different subject-
matter, the psychology of the agent rather than its being the case
that p... It is really the same explanation both times... either the

reason for which he acts is something that is the case, or it is

2 ibid., 63
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something that is not the case. In the second instance, we do not
need to locate something else that is the case to be the reason for

which he acts.*

The subject matter of ‘I believe that p’ is ‘p’, not ‘my belief that p.” If I
believe ‘that p,” we should ask if it is the case ‘that p.’

This view points us towards the proper understanding of beliefs and
normative reasons. The arguments that I have set out here should not lead us to
deny the existence of beliefs, or to think that beliefs are irrelevant. In fact, beliefs
are essential to our understanding and evaluation of an agent’s actions. In this
sense, they have an important third person, evaluative, role. When we ask, why
did Richard smell the roses, Richard’s beliefs are an important part of our
evaluation of his action. We should also consider how appropriate his beliefs
were, and how well judged. Our evaluation of the person’s actions will include
the evidence available to them, and the consideration they gave to that evidence.
Their judgment and beliefs are important to explain their decision to ¢, but if we
ask, was there reason to ¢, we are no longer referring to their beliefs, but the

features of the situation. Dancy describes this as the appositional account.

The [account of the role of beliefs] that appeals to me is what I
call the appositional account. This hears “He is doing it because
he believes that p” as “He is doing is because p, as he believes.”
The “as he believes” functions paratactically here, attaching itself

[13 »

to the “p.” Again, it is not part of the specification of his reason,
but is a comment on that reason, one that is required by the nature
of the explanation that we are giving. That explanation specifies
the feature in the light of which the agent acted. It is required for
this sort of explanation that those features be present to the agent’s

consciousness — indeed, that they be somehow conceived as

3 ibid., 110-111
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favouring the action; so there must always be a way of making
room for this fact, in some relation to the explanation that runs
from features as reason to action as response. It is not required,
however, that the nature of the agent’s consciousness itself either
constitute, or even be part of, the explanans. The appositional
account tells us how to hold all these thing together in coherent

whole.*!

¢) Normative Reasons and the Scope of Sound Deliberation
In the previbus sections, we have discussed Scanlon's rejection of the internalist
view that motivations in the form of desires or beliefs are a necessary condition
for the existence of normative reasons. The strong internalist view held that
normative reasons were constituted, at least in part, by a connection to the actual
desires or beliefs of an agent. But the weak internalist view stated that normative
reasons could exist separately from a person’s actual motivations, but that they
must connect to possible motivations through sound deliberation. The notion of a
sound deliberative route allows for a much greater degree of normative criticism.
In this section, I will set out the difference between Williams's view of a sound
deliberative route and Scanlon's notion of reflective médiﬁcation. We will see
that their differences clarifies the extent to which Scanlon is a weak externalist,
and Williams a weak internalist.

Williams argues that the internal account of normative reasons requires
scope for normative deliberation and criticism.

Unless a claim to the effect that an agent has a reason to ¢ can go
beyond what that agent is already motivated to do — that is, go
beyond his already being motivated to ¢ - then the term will have

too narrow a definition. “A has reason to ¢’ means more than “A
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is presently disposed to ¢.” One reason why it must do so is that it
plays an important part in discussions about what people should
become disposed to do. One example of this, which is
uncontentiously related to questidns raised by the internalist view,
is given by advice in the “if I were you...” mode. Taking other
people’s perspective on a situation, we hope to be able to point out
that they have reason to do things they did not think they had
reason to do, or, perhaps less reason to do certain thing than they
thought they had.*?

Scanlon argues that Williams’s view of internal reasons is not a sceptical
criticism of the possibility of normative reasons with critical force. The fact that
Williams accepts that reasons can be referred to in the mode of offering advice,
and that we can criticise people, or encourage them to accept new reasons means
that ‘... Williams seems to be offering a substantive, normative thesis about what
reasons we have.’*

For Williams, the pfocess of deliberating soundly with our powers of
practical imagination requires that we reason carefully and for ourselves;
‘soundness’ in practical reasoning consists in getting to the reasons themselves,
and being alert to manipulation, bluff, or rhetoric. We might defer to someone’s
authority, but that authority must be affirmed by us in the first place. The
deliberation and affirmation must be sincere and authentic. This is, of course,
good advice to all deliberators, and woulci not look out of place in any account of
practical deliberation. But the distinctive feature of Williams's view is that there
is a limitation on the kinds of reasons that are available for affirmation by us.
These limits might be fluid and vague, but practical imagination cannot

encompass all possible reasons, only those that can connect to our original

32 Bernard Williams, Internal Reasons and the Obscurity of Blame, 36
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subjective motivational set. The methods of practical deliberation and the
subjective condition of normative efficacy limit the terms of normative validity.
Scanlon also seerhs to accept that there are limits on the lengths that we
can expect soméone to travel in their normative deliberation. We should not
expect a person to adopt a reason simply on the strength of our proclamation of its
truth. We mﬁst try to explain our reasons to them, in terms they can understand
@d hopefully come to accept, given their original subjective state. Scanlon

(3N 19

describes his conception of practical deliberation as ¢ “reflective modification” of
one’s reasons.’ Reflective modification

...consists of such manoeuvres as trying to consider the right
aspects of the things that others claim to v_alue, considering helpful
analogies, trying to be sure that one has not overlooked relevant
distinctions (or relied upon spurious ones), and considering one’s
reactions to new (real or hypothetical cases) and thinking about

how these reactions are best accounted for.** -

Reflective modification and sound deliberation have much in common, in
that they share a view that practical reasoning will include the beliefs and
commitments of the deliberator. But Scanlon and Williams disagree about
whether the limitations of deliberation implies a weak internalism or externalism
about normative reasons. To help us see this difference, Scanlon introduces the
example of Mr. O’Brien. O’Brien wants to be a gracious host, but O’Brien is
insensitive, obdurate, and has pdor judgment about how to behave éraciously. It
might be the case that O’Brien’s insensitivity and poor judgment impede his
deliberation about how to be a good host. He might reject criticism of his

behaviour, and maintain that he has no reason to act differently. Williams and
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Scanlon accept that this persoﬁ has good internal reasons to behave differently,
and that he is fairly criticised for failing to adopt these reasons. In this case,
O’Brien is deficient because he has adopted a certain goal (that of being a good
host), but he is mistaken about how to achieve his chosen goal. Both would agree
that sound deliberation would certainly lead him to see that there are reasons to
behave differently. But Scanlon would hold that the mistake the host makes is not
simply one of coherence (the procedural and empirical conditions that we referred.
to in section one). O’Brien’s failure includes a mistake about what reasons there
are to guide behaviour to guests. Scanlon emphasises this poi_nt by introduction
the character of O’Brien’s-son, O’Brien Junior. Unlike his father, O’Brien Junior
does not want to be a good host and does not care about the feelings of his guests.
When he throws parties he behaves just the same as his father. In this case,
O’Brien Junior has no motivation to be a good host, and no deliberative route
could be found from his existing motivations towards the new motivations of
behaving kindly to his guests. Scanlon fears that on Williams’s view, O’Brien
Junior has no reason to treat his guests well, and we cannot complain and
remonstrate with him that he should heed the reaséns there are to be a kind host.
Scanlon argues that normative reasons cannot be connected necessarily with the
(possible) motivations of an agent, as this allows paradoxes like O’Brien and
O’Brien Junior. Deficiency relates to the degree of truth achieved in the
deliberation, and not to the degree of coherence between motivations and
evaluations.

Scanlon conﬁnues this theme by picking up Williams's example of the

man who is nasty to his wife. This man’s motivations are to be aggressive,
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violent, and unsympathetic to the effects of his actions. Williams says that we are
able to criticise this man from an internal reasons perspective. We can say he is a
violent, brutish bully who should stop it. But this case is quite different from that
of O’Brien, because the yiolent man is reasoning appropriately from his subjective
motivational set. Scanlon notes that Williams’s commitment to the possibility of
normative criticism sits at odds with his internalism.

[Williams’s criticisms] do involve accusing him of a kind of
deficiency, namely a failure to be moved by certain considerations
that we regard as reasons. (What else is it to be inconsiderate,
cruel, insensitive, and so on?) If it is a deficiency for the man to
fail to see these considerations as reasons, it would seem to me
that they must be reasons for him. (If not, how can it be a

deficiency for him to fail to recognize them?).”

Scanlon may 'have somewhat missed Williams’s point here though.
Williams does not criticise the man who is violent to his wife by saying that he is
wrong to be violent. This would amount to browbeating, as the man in question
sees nothing wrong with acting out his anger violently. But Williams is perhaps
assuming that this man has wider motivations: to be considerate, not cruel,
sensitive, at least in some aspects of his life. This is surely a reasonable
assumption by Williams; otherwise this man would be a particularly vicious
person indeed. Such a person could exist of course, but the main point is that
Williams does not argue that the man is deficient because he is violent, but rather
that his violence breaks other moral commitments that man, presumably, has.
Scanlon argues that,

[i]lnsofar as we do not think that our own reasons for refraining

from being cruel to our spouses are dependent on our having some
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“motivation” that is served by so refraining, we cannot regard
others’ reasons as being so dependent. On this point Williams’s

internalist thesis seems to be in tension with the breadth he claims

for the idea of a subjective motivational set.*®

But it is precisely Williams’s view that ‘...our reasons.. are dependent on

kit]

our having some “motivation.” We can read Williams’s argument in such a way
as to show that it is not confused or in tension. Indeed Scanlon himself says that

...it does seem to be browbeating to insist that a person has a
reason when he denies this, and when he truly could not see the
force of the consideration in question no matter how hard he tried.
It is browbeating to go on saying this in such a case. It is
generally browbeating in any argument simply to repeat in a more
insistent tone the very point that your opponent has already
denied, without offering any new reason for accepting it. But
from the fact that it would be browbeating to go on saying
something in such a context it does not follow that that thing is not
true.”’

This quote points to the substantial difference that makes Scanlon a weak
exte@list, and Williams a weak internalist. Scanlon believes that normative
reasons are necessarily potentially explanatory of action, and that they are
discernable through proper deliberation. In this sense, he is not a strong
externalist. But he shares with strong externalism the view that the existence and
normativity of practical reasons is not constrained by the scope of a sound
deliberative route from a subject’s motivational set. In light of this, Scanlon
argues that both O’Brien, and O’Brien Junior are susceptible to normative
criticism, as the truth and validity of the normative reason is constituted

independently of their (possible) motivations. Williams, on the other hand,
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regards normative criticism as essentially limited by the scope of sound
deliberation from a subjective motivational set, and would disagree that the truth
and validity of normative reasons can be referred to in justification if those
normative reasons are not connected to the (possible) motivations of the agent.
Scanlon's sympathy and respect for Williams's arguments should not
disguise the irnportant difference between their views. Aé_ we have seen
throughout section two, Scanlon disagrees with Williams that there is a necessary
connection between the existence of normative reasons and the (possible)
motivations of a subject. We have seen that Scanlon is a weak externalist about

normative reasons, in opposition to Williams's weak internalism.

3. Truth and Objectivity in Normative Reasons

We recall from section 1(b) that I argued that both internal and external views of
reasons are capable of a subjective or objective view of normative validity. In this
section I will make clear that Williams takes a subjective view of reasons
alongside his weak reasons internalism, and that Scanlon takes an objective view

of reasons alongside his weak reasons externalism. We will look at each in turn.

a) Williams, Truth, and Objectivity

We have seen that Williams is a weak internalist about normative reasons. This is
the view that the existence of a normative reason depends on its connection with a
pefson’s (possible) motivations. Williams combines this weak internalism with
the view that normative reasoning can yield non-objective truths about normative

reasons.
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In his discussion Truth in Ethics, Williams argues that truth in normative
reasoning ‘...in itself isn’t much.”*® Williams employs a minimalist notion of
truth as equivalence, where °...[i]f we can‘start from anything in the questiori of
truth, we can start from the idea that ‘p’ is true just in case that p.’* ‘That p’ is

given by certain surface facts that relate to the object p. There are two kinds of
surface facts for Williams: those relating to the logical and formal features of
assertion and proposition; and secondly, those features relating to the substantive
normative content of ‘that p.” These latter features include such qualities as
appropriateness and reasonableness, in a non-question begging way which we will
explain in a moment. In the practical normative domain, Williams argues that the
objects (p-objects) could be understood as either thick or thin concepts. In other
words, practical phenomena are the objects cohceptualised in either thick or thin
terms. Thick concepts are substantive normative phenomena such as courage,
pron}ising, honesty, moderation; thin concepts are those such as right, wrong, and
good. Williams argues that thick concepts are the proper objects of normative
reasoning because they can yield truth and knowledge more successfully. The
practice of promising can be observed, studied, reflected upon, and interrogated
more substantively and concretely than the thin concept of right, so Williams
argues. Therefore, truth in normative reasoning should be concerned with thick
practical concepts. After sufficient examination and reﬂection on-the practical
phenomena of promising, Williams seems to suggest that we should have a good

idea of the truth regarding the practice of promising. However, Williams argues

3 Bernard Williams, “Truth in Ethics’ in Truth in Ethics ed. Brad Hooker (Oxford, Blackwell Publishers,
1996), 19. We note that Williams's article is concerned with the ethical domain and not the broader
normative, which we are discussing here. However, as will be clear in the discussion, his arguments also
agply to the broader practical dimension of normative reasons.

% ibid., Williams notes that the minimalist notion of truth as equivalence is derived from Tarski.
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that thick ethical concepts vary over time with the variety of practices, both within
plural societies, and between different societies. But Williams denies that this
undermines the notion of truth in normative reasoning. It just means that truth is
confined to.particular practical communities with particular practical concepts.
There is still a truth regarding ‘that p’ but this truth is confined to those groups
that practice p and use the concept p.

This draws our attention to an extremely important form of ethical
difference — namely that between those who do and those who
don’t use a certain concept. There was a marvellous moment in
one of Oscar Wilde’s trials when counsel read to Wilde a passage
from one of his works and asked “Mr. Wilde, don’t you think
that’s obscene?” Wilde replied “ ‘Obscene’ is not a word of
‘mine.” This illustrates that the question of what your repertoire of
think concepts is reveals your own or your society’s ethical
attitude. An important difference between different ethical
cultures concerns what think ethical concepts do any work in

them.®

Williams argues that whilst normative reasoning might yield truth, it
cannot yield objectivity. As normative concepts and reasons are derived from
specific practices, objectivity is an unobtainable ambition. Given the contingency
and particularity of practices and their norms, objectivity exceeds truth in the
domain of normative reasons. The truth of normative reasons is limited to the
practical and linguistic specificity of particular communities. For Williams,
objectivity implies the existence of a homogenous set of thick ethical concepts
across all human existence, in time and place. His rejection of objectivity in
normative reasons is grounded on his rejection of the universality and necessity of

any particular conception of persons, their practices, and their thick ethical

4 ibid., 29
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concepts. Williams's view is therefore a commitment to a minimal conception of

truth, and a rejection of the objectivity of normative reasons.

b) Scanlon, Truth, and Objectivity in Normative Reasons
For Scanlon, deliberation on normative reasons is concerned precisely with the
truth of those reasons.

Judgments about right and wrong and, more generally, judgments
about reasons for action, seem, on the surface, to claim to state
truths. They obey the principles of standard propositional and
quantificational logic, and satisfy (at least most of) the other
“platitudes” about truth enumerated by Crispin Wright and others.
Moreover, some of these judgments seem to be true, rather than
false, if anything is... I find it difficult to resist saying that I
believe that these things are so.*!

Scanlon argues that the deliberation of the truth of reasons consists in

‘...four stages... not all of which need occur in every case.’* The first stage is the

initial appearance of something as a reason, where X seems to be a reason to A.

The second stage is described as the first critical stage. This is the first

assessment of whether something really is a reason in favour of an action, for

example, whether my fatigue is a reason to have another cup of tea, or whether it

is in fact a reason to go straight to bed, it cannot be a reason for both (to act to

stimulate my attention and retreat to sleep), and so we look in a basic sense at

what this reason seems be a consideration in favour of, if anything. The third

| stage is the second critical stage, where we ask, given all the relevant

considerations, including X, is there sufficient reason to A. Finally, if I judge that

41T, M. Scanlon, ‘Metaphysics and Morals’ in Proceedings and Addresses of the American Philosophical
Association Vol.77, No.2, (2003), 7
a2 Scanlon, What We Owe, 65
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there are sufficient reasons to A, then I will probably intend to A. This will be a
considered intention based on a judgment that will guide further intentional action
and deliberation.

Scanlon spells out the practice of this kind of practical deliberation using
the example of a parent seeming to have a reason to strike their child for defiant
and insolent behaviour. The parent should ask why they th to strike the child.
Is it to exert control and power, is it to express and relieve their frustration and
anger, or is it to teach discipline in a contained and loving context? What do these
various reasons reveal about other attitudes to the parent-child relationship, and
are these wider attitudes to be affirmed and used to corroborate the decision to
strike the child or not? Is there a better, a less violent way to express the parent’s
feelings and intentions? All these questions bear on what seems to be a reason to
strike the child, and also refer to other reasons and attitudes that comprise the
context of this choice. There is no reference to any principle, or object, or faculty
that does not substantively consist in the reasons there are to behave in a certain
way towards your child. Similarly, there is also no privileged reference to the
desires, feelings, and subjective states occupied by the parent.

The process here is first to clarify what kind of reason this is
supposed to be and then to see whether the initial tendency to take
this as a reason stands the test of reflection. If your initial
tendency (to think that the child’s insolent behaviour gives you
reason to strike it) stands after this re-examination, then you
conclude that it really is a reason; if not, then you conclude that it

is not.*?

* ibid., 66
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Scanlon states that there are three reasons to hold that our judgment of
practical reasons concerns the correctness of our judgments. Firstly, deliberation
on reasons eliminates contradictions on pain of irrationality. A rational,
reasonable, person would not deliberate critically on what seems to be a reason to
strike their child, and conclude that, in these circumstances, what originally
seemed to be a reason is and is not a reason to strike the child. If our reason to
strike the child comprised desires or attitudes, these contradictions could persist.
We often experience contradictory feelings and states, and this is not irrational, as
they are not in themselves reasons, and have no original cognitive component.
But something cannot be a reason to ¢ and to —@. Therefore, if practical
dcliberation leads to a change in attitude, it seems as though this is derived from a
judgment that what originally seemed to be a reason is not a reason, judgments
can be correct or incorrect. If this were not the case, then rational deliberation
might lead to new attitudes, but it could not account for the deliberative
elimination of what seemed to be réasons.

Secondly, the process of practical deliberation set out by Scanlon gives us
good grounds to think that the outcomes of our reasoning are clearer and more
considered reasons that deserve greater confidence. We might not want to claim
that they are correct‘ in any absolute sense, but they will be more readily accepted
and adhered to as derived from critical evaluation. It is not at all clear why any
kind of practical deliberation. should affect the confidence we have in reasons as
desires. The quality of desires is not related to our judgments, they exist, persist,

and affect or not. And so given that we tend to ascribe greater confidence to
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considered reflections, rather than bare and urgent promptings of psyche, this
implies that our judgments of normative reasons can be correct or incorrect.

Thirdly, ...in virtue of this reflection, it is less likely to be affected by
distorting factors such as your rage.”* Whether rage is or is not something that
should be taken into account in our deliberation is a substantive question, and
there is no automatic exclusion of any particular state or consideration. But we do
have to make a judgement about which factors will lead to better and more correct
judgments. In some instances, the colour socks you wear might be a relevant
consideration, in many others, it will not. Such decisions about which are relevant
and appropriate background judgments will themselves proceed in the manner of
practical deliberation that we have described above. Every judgment-sensitive
attitude and intention is subject to revision by further reasons as considerations.
Our intentional stance and comportment is composed of the reasons that we have.
‘[T]he fact that an intention alters one’s subsequent reasons only so long as one
does not have reason to reconsider its adoption indicates that the normative force
of this intention depends on the substantive reasons that made it worth adopting in
the first place.’

Scanlon argues that this view of practical deliberation does not amount to
a coherence theory of reasons. Simply put, such a view would state that ‘.. .belief
is justified by, and only by, its being a member of a coherent set of beliefs.’*
Scanlon takes up briefly the common criticisms that coherentism result; in

conservatism and relativism about reasons for action.

“ ibid., 67
* ibid., 70
% James Griffin, Value Judgment, (Oxford University Press, 1996), 9
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‘[T]t might be thought an embarrassment to my view that evéry move in
the process of correction I have described depends on a prior framework of
accepted judgments about reasons. It seems that I am endorsing a complacent
reaffirmation of whatever we happen to think.”¥ But Scanlon emphasises that all
the reasons in a person’s subjective set of reasons are susceptible to criticism and
revision, and that any process of radical criticism would eventually amount to this
method because we have shown that reasons are, inter alia, beliefs about
considerations that count in favour of something. There is no source of guidmce
or authority external to the reasons that there are, and the substantive judgment of
them. Scanlon's notion of practical deliberation and judgment will not yield
unconditional imperatives: ‘[a]ll that can be established is that they seem, on
reflection, to be correct. That, it seems to me, is enough, and as much as one
could reasonably ask for.’*

From this discussion, we can see that Scanlon seems to hold a view of
truth regarding normative reasons that is not altogether dissimilar from Williams's.
Scanlon maintains, as does Williams, that reﬂeétion and criticism of normative
reasons can yield a truth regarding their content and application. Scanlon seems
to follow Williams's notion that reflection on normative reasons concerns thick
normative concepts that are constituted by particular social practices. But does
Scanlon follow Williams's view that this implies a non-objectivity regarding
normative reasons? Does the commitment to the thickness of normative reasons

require us to forgo the possibility of objectivity regarding normativity?

4 Scanlon, What We Owe, 70
8 ibid.
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Scanlon agrees with Williams that the particular social practices of a
community will affect the nature of normative reasons. He accepts the view that
there will be a significant degree of variability between communities regarding
the existence, nature, and employment of thick normative concepts: °...it is true
that what people have reason to want depends on the conditions in which they are
placed, and among these conditions are facts about what most people around them
what, believe, and expect.”* But Scanlon argues that the variability derived from
the connection of normative reasons to ways of life shoﬁld not lead one to a non-
objective, relativist view of normative reasons. Scanlon argues that whilst thick
normative concepts and their practices will vary widely across time and cultures,
there is an irreducible core of substantive reasons relating to what people owe to
each other, which is impervious to the natural variations of social practices. It is
in this sense that Scanlon describes himself as a realist about moral reasons.
Scanlon argues that this commitment to the objectivity of normative reasons does
not necessarily commit him to a metaphysical view of normative reasons.

What is special about reasons is not the ontological category of
things that can be reasons, but rather the status of being a reason,
that is to say, of counting in favour of some judgment-sensitive

attitude.®

Scanlon intends to show that a commitment to the objectivity of reasons -
does not imply a commitment to a metaphysical or ontological view of reasons.
But he argues that normative reasons are special kinds of facts. He asks, when we
criticise a person’s normative judgment, are we entitled to say that their judgment

was based on an incorrect judgments of a special kind of fact, a fact that is

 ibid., 341
% ibid., 56
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‘...neither merely a fact about our psychology nor an ordinary empirical fact
about the world outside us?’*' Or are we restricted to criticising their choice of
holding that X counts in favour of A? Is normative judgment based on the
determination of a special kind of facts, or the holding of special kinds of attitudes?
If normative judgment consists in special-attitudes, then normative criticism
cannot speak to any kind of fact about the relationship that holds between X and
doing A. On this view, that relationship is constituted by, and therefore dependent
on, the subjective judgment about this relationship. These different kinds of
criticism involve different canons of analysis and different views of the error
incurred. Scanlon points out that these criticisms amount to an assault on the
objectivity of normative reasons. If we cannot ascribe any kind of objects,
methods of judgment, and subsequently correctness, to our normative beliefs, then
‘...judgments about reasons are not about anything real, but just expressions of
certain attitudes.’*

Scanlon argues that we have good reason to think that normative judgment
about actions consist in beliefs regarding a special kind of fact, rather than a
special-attitude, because both normative judgments about our beliefs about the
empirical world, and normative judgments about action share a declarative
propositional form that obeys the ‘normal laws of logic... If, then, we are
disposed on reflection to confidently affirm judgments of these kinds we seem to
need some reason not to take them as saying something which can be true and
which can be the object of belief .’*® The sceptic would surely argue that this is a

superficial similarity, and that our normative judgments are not kinds of beliefs

ibid,, 58
52 ibid., 59
53 ibid., 60
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about special kinds of facts that follow the normal laws of logic and which can be
correct or incorrect. Rather, they are statements about the attitudes we have. The
sceptic argues that normative reasons as beliefs about reasons as special kinds of
facts cannot account for the force of normative judgments. Is this a good reason
to doubt that normative judgments about action cannot consist in beliefs but must
take the form of special attitudes? Scanlon argues that it is not.

...[A] defender of the belief interpretation of judgments about
reasons need not, and should not, claim that statements about
reasons are statements about the natural world but only that they
are the kind of thing that can be said to be true and can be the
object of belief. This general claim gives rise to no problem about
normative force. Normative force of the kind in question is just
the force of recognizing something to be a reason (to “count in
favor of” a certain attitude). If recognizing something to be a
reason amounts to seeing the truth of a statement about reasons,
then this recognition will have normative force of the requisite
kind.**

Does the recognition of a reason have ‘normative force of the requisite
kind?” Scanlon offers two arguments to show that normative reasons as beliefs
can provide the normative force that we seek from practical reasons.

Firstly, Scanlon argues the judgments of rational agents will be effective
on their further deliberation and judgment. Part of what it means to make a
judgment that X is a reason to A, is to believe that X counts in favour of A, such
that in first person deliberation this will lead directly to the adoption of the
intention to A. If the conclusions of judgments are beliefs, then these beliefs will
have the normative force, in the sense that they will be effective towards their

object, whether attitudes, further beliefs, or actions. So normative judgments as

54 ibid.
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beliefs can have the normative force required, in the sense that they can directly
produce intentions and actions.

. 'Secondly, Scanlon points out that the force of these judgments about
reasons is ﬁot restricted to first person deliberation. The effectiveness of our
beliefs is not restricted to questions that affect us directly; the conclusions will
apply to others in hypothetical or third person cases. The nature of the effect, or
forcefulness of our beliefs will be different, in that our judgments may only result
in approval or disapproval, or in the offer of advice. But nevertheless, we can
show that judgments of reasons in the form of beliefs can provide the normative
force that the sceptic denied.

The distinctive motivational force of such judgments... can then
be accounted for by the fact that it is central to being a rational
creature that one’s attitudes are responsive to one’s judgments
about reasons: in particular that if one accepts a judgment of the
form just mentioned and believes one’s situation to be of the kind
in question then one modifies one’s attitudes accordingly, because

one sees reason to do so.*”

Scanlon argues that normative judgments about reasons can comprise
beliefs about a special kind of fact that can be correct and incorrect, and these
reasons can be normatively effective in the way that the sceptic denied they could.

We now turn to the second and third of the sceptic’s challenges: normative
judgments about reasons as beliefs imply the existence of a strange metaphysical
object, perception of which cannot be unaccounted for; Scanlon described these
as the metaphysical and the epistemological questions. Let us take the

epistemological question of perception first.

55 ibid., 62
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The sceptic challenges the view that there are normative reasons as beliefs
that can be correct or incorrect. The strength of this challenge seems to derive
from a comparison §vith empirical judgments. Empirical beliefs, in a rﬁore or less
sophisticated way, are generally taken to refer to objects that exist independently
of the judging subject. Philosophical investigations into our perception of the
natural world are frequently faced with explaining how we come to acquire
knowledge of oi)jects that exist so separately from us. This problem at least
begins with the assumption that there is a phenomenon of empirical perception
and judgment. The sceptic points out that it is not clear that practical judgment
has any kind of evidently existent object, and so questions whether moral
judgment can be described in perceptual terms at all. But Scanlon points out that
it is a mistake to assume that the notion of practical judgments that consist in
beliefs must take the same form as empirical judgments that consist in beliefs
derived from perception. ‘There is no reason to hold that nothing can be called a
belief at all unless it can be understood as about some subject matter at a distance
from us which must somehow be represented to us, and which therefore raises
epistemological problems to which causal interaction is a natural solution.’*

Scanlon argues that if follows from this that we should alsb not assume
that the notion of normative reasons as beliefs requires a metaphysical object of |
our judgment. The sceptic’s argument seems to take the following form: if
normative reasons are beliefs that can be correct or incorrect, this must rely on the
existence of an object independent of our beliefs. The comparison of our beliefs

with the actual nature of this object informs us of the correctness or otherwise of

% ibid.
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our judgments. This argument derives from comparison of the mode of empirical
judgment with practical judgment. But Scanlon points out that even the empirical
observer need not include a metaphysical account of the nature of the empirical
object. What matters is that there are clear standards by which we can assess the
status of the reasons for our beliefs. Our mathematical judgments can proceed
without us making a particular metaphysical claim about the nature of
mathematical objects. Mathematical judgments also include clear rules and
standards to determine correctness. And éo it does not follow that the existence of
clear standards of judgment about reasons as beliefs rely on an object that exists

independently of us.

[Iln order for judgments about reasons to be taken to be about
some subject matter independent of us in the sense required for it
to be possible for us to be mistaken about them, what is required is
for there to be standards for arriving at conclusions about reasons.
Conclusions about reasons that can be reached only through
modes of thought that are defective by these standards are
mistaken. It is not necessary, in order to explain the possibility of
being mistaken, to construe the relevant subject matter in a

metaphysical way as existing outside us.”’

But how do we know whether there are such standards for normative
reasons for action? Scanlon regards this as a substantive question that must be
answered within an account of practical reasoning. That is, when we discuss
particular practical problems, we can also deliberate on the kinds of standards that
are available and that should be employed. This apparent substantive
indeterminacy should not worry us any more than it does in empirical judgment.

Even within natural science there are substantive discussions and controversies

57 ibid., 63
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about the most basic standards and their applicability: for example, are the
standards of judgment derived from the observational method appropriate at all
levels of empirical enquiry? There seems to be some dispute as to whether they
are appropriate at both the atomic and the sub-atomic level. This question is
debated at the level of empirical enquiry, or theoretical reflection on empirical
enquiry, and is not normally taken to demand a philosophical-metaphysical
answer. Clearly there is wide disagreement about the nature of the standards that
are appropriate to practical deliberation on reasons. ‘Substantive doubts about
reasons for action may have moved some people to maintain that claims about
reasons express pro-attitudes rather than beliefs, but the question of the
substantive defensibility of claims about reasons for action in fact cuts across the
question of how these claims should be interpreted.’*

Scanlon therefore believes that the sceptic’s challenge to the notion of
normative reasons in the form of beliefs about special kinds of facts that can be
correct or incorrect can be met. On the one hand, we simply need to show that the
sceptic limits inappropriately the possibility of normative force to the holding of
an attitude, whereas Scanlon argues that to have a reason as a belief is to be
- effected by the consequences of holding that belief as a reason. The effectiveness
of reasons as considerations fulfils the requirement of normative force that the
sceptic sought. On the other hand, we can accept that normative reasons based on
esoteric perception of a questionable object should be doubted. But Scanlon

points out that commitment to the belief interpretation of normative judgment

%8 ibid., 64
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does not require a metaphysical argument, and therefore it does not require a

special epistemology to explain perception of our supposed metaphysical object.

Thus Scanlon's argues that sensitivity to the variability provided by the
contribution made by particular ways of life can avoid relativism and an
ontological account of reasons. The origin of the objectivity of normative reasons
must therefore be sufficient to expiain the universal and necessary ascription of
normative reasons to all those who, as Williams says, have a plurality of different
normative practices and concepts.

We are now left with the question of what are the special kind of facts that
provide for the objectivity of what we owe to each other. For this we must move
from a general discussion of normative reasons, towards a more specific

examination of his view of right and wrong.

Conclusion

A Review and Preview

My aim in this chapter has been to show clearly that Scanlon is a weak externalist
about normative reasons. I have presented Scanlon’s arguments against
Williams’s weak internalism. I have also examined the conceptions of truth and
objectivity that Williams and Scanlon combine with their respective weak
internalism and externalism. We are now, hopefully, able to see more clearly the
structure and- status of a normative reason that Scanlon will use in the specific
arguments for what we owe to each other. However, before we engage in these
arguments, I wish to point out a problem in Scanlon’s combination of weak

externalism and objectivity regarding normative reasons.
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Weak externalism implies that normative reasons can exist independently
of a person’s motivations and recognition of them as normative for them. A
person could, rationally, deny that a normative reason is ascribable to them. It
seems to me that this sits at odds with the commitment to the objectivity of
normative reasons. We described the objectivity of normative reasons as
involving a claim that normative reasons are universal and necessarily ascribable.
Thus Scanlon's combination of weak externalism and objectivity of normative
reasons seems to entail the contradictory view that a normative reason is at once
universally and necessarily ascﬁbable, and that a person could rationally deny that
a normative reason is ascribable to them. In later chapters we will examine this
problem in more detail under the heading of amoralism. I will argue that the
problem of amoralism, which we can see in an abstract structural sense in our
discussion of this chapter, threatens Scanlon's contractualism. Whilst I believe
that there is a structural problem in Scanlon's combination of weak externalism
and objectivity, I do not believe that we should adopt Williams’s alternative.
Williams’s combination of weak internalism with non-objectivity of normative
reasons is more coherent than Scanlon's view it seems to me. But Williams’s
view forgoes that very ambition of objectivity that was so central to Scanlon's
original statement of contractualism. On Williams’s view, it is neither irrational
nor objectionable that morality is reduced to a special taste of preference. My
arguments in later chapters will seek to find an alternative basis on which we can

combine weak internalism with objectivity.
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Chapter Four
THE AUGMENTED BUCK-PASSING ARGUMENT

Introduction

In the previous chapter, we found that Scanlon’s view of normative reasons
combines weak externalism with objectivism. In this chapter we will examine a
key aspect of Scanlon's account of the objectivity of normative reasons: his
argument for the buck-passing account of value. Scanlon’s objectivism is
distinctive, in part, because of its commitment to a buck-passing account of value.
In the course of this chapter I will defend the buck-passing strategy as part of a
successful account of the objectivity of reasons. However, I will argue that
Scanlon’s account is unsatisfactory as presented in What We Owe to Each Other.
My main purpose in this chapter is to explain the problem with his account and
develop a response based on Scanlon’s original buck-passing argument, but which
augments the buck-passing from solely the good, to the good and the right. Ihope
to show that my proposed augmented buck-passing argument will be better able to
contribute to an account to the objectivity of reasons against wronging.

The argument of Scanlon's contractualism moves in ‘...thrée concentric
and successively narrower normative domains: reasons, values, and what we owe
to each other.’! Before we can set out the content and grounds of Scanlon's
argument for the importance and priority of our duties towards each other, we

need to address Scanlon's understanding of the relationship between reasons and

! Scanlon, What We Owe, 13
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values. Scanlon's account of value consists in two distinctive features. Firstly, he
holds that values are not necessarily téleological in nature; and secondly, he
argues that value is a formal second order property that relates to the substantive
and objective first order property that is valued. This he describes as the buck-
passing account of value. My purpose in this chapter is to critically examine
Scanlon's abstract account of value. In sum, I defend Scanlon's pluralist account
of the structure of value. I argue that it is important to regard Scanlon as a
pluralist about the structure of value. Scanlon is a pluralist about the structure of
value, as he does accept that values can be teleological in form, even if this is not
their necessary structure. This pluralist account is opposed to those who argue
that Scaﬁ]on rejects entirely the notion of teleology as an account of value.

I am more critical of Scanlon's argument about buck-passing. We will see
that the buck-passing argument is invoked primarily as a response to G. E
Moore’s open question problem about the good. I suggest that the buck-passing
strategy is a promising response to this problem, but that Scanlon applies it
improperly. In Scanlon's version, the buck is passed from the evaluative notion of
the good to the normative notion of a reason grounded on the natural properties of
a valuable object. I argue that this is inconsistent with Scanlon's notion of a V
normative reason, which for him also includes an evaluative component. More
troubling, this merely moves the open question problem from the evaluative to the
normative, from the question of the good to the question of reasons. I suggest an
augmented buck-passing argument where both values and reasons are defined in
terms of second order formal qualities, and the buck is passed from both to the

first order substantive properties of the object of value and of right. This
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augmentation is important in order to make the buck-passing account more
consistent internally. Yet, as we will see in the next chapter, it is also crucial to a
defence of Scanlon’s contractualism ﬁém criticisms of redundancy and circularity.
Consequently, the augmented buck-passing argument that I will present here helps
explain the structural nature of the right and the good, and also provides an
important part of the explanation of the objectivity of the substantive reasons

against wronging.

1, Values and Teleology

a) States of Affairs, Reasons, and Values

In his discussion of value, Scanlon states that he is presenting ‘...an abstract
account of value.’? His abstract account of value contains two main features. The
first is a refutation of the view that value is necessarily teleological in structure;
the second is the buck-passing account of value. Scanlon's discussion centres on
the relationship between values and reasons, or, as it is sometimes described,
between the evaluative and normative. Dancy and Suikkanen trace the history of
this discussion in the work of Moore, Ross, Ewing, and others.® They point out
that the teleological account of value was put forward by Moore as a ‘...claim that
value is a property that has the unique feature amongst all properties of being
reasbn-providing. It is a property that makes possible states of affairs such that

we have reason to attempt to make them actual.” *

2 Scanlon, What We Owe, 95

3 See Jussi Suikkanen, ‘Reasons and Value — In Defence of the Buck-Passing Account’ in Ethical Theory and
Moral Practice, Vol. 7, No. 5 (2004), 513-535 and Jonathan Dancy, ‘Should We Pass the Buck,’ in
Philosophy: the good, the true, and the beautiful, ed. A. O’Hear (Cambridge University Press/Royal Institute
of Philosophy, 2000)
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The teleological view of value takes bearers of value to be states of affairs,
states of affairs where some actions take place, or where certain phenomena are
present or absent. Some people may value a state of affairs where people act
kindly or courageously, others may value a state of affairs where there is a greater
degree of material equality, or an absence of oppression and exploitation. These
states of affairs are taken to have intrinsic value, and other states of affairs are
valuable to the extent that they contribute to bringing about these intrinsically
valuable states of affairs. On this view, the exercise of value judgment consists in
determining which are the intrinsically valuable states of affairs, which states of
affairs have more value and which less, and which of our actions will bring about
these valuable states of affairs.

The teleological notion of value is frequently associated with
consequentialist reasons, and often contrasted with the supposed normative nature
of rights and duties. Scanlon refers to Nagel’s discussion of a puzzling feature of
moral reasons that seems to follow from this distinction between teleological and
normative reasons. In ‘The View From Nowhere’, Nagel takes it to be the case that
there are deontological reasons that apply to certain actions, for example, a
prohibition against torture. But Nagel also holds a teleological view of value,
where certain states of affairs are of intrinsic value, and there are objective
reasons to promote these intrinsically valuable states of affairs. The teleological
reasons are based on the goodness or badness of the states of the affairs, but the
deontological reasons do not seem to be based on these states of affairs. If they
were, they would not be a simple prohibition against performing an action

intentionally; rather they would be a different kind of reason, a reason to promote
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a state of affairs in which these actions do not occur. ‘So the problem that Nagel
raises is a general one: how can there be a reason not to bring something about
which is not grounded in the badness of its happening, and hence equally a reason
to prevent it from being brought about by some other agent or by the forces of
nature?’’

Scanlon points to Samuel Scheffler’s not.ion of ‘maximising reason’ as one
possible answer to this conundrum. Scheffler suggests that at the heart of
consequentialism is the view that if we are faced with a choice between two
options, the one that maximises the goal is, ceteris paribus, the more rational one
to make. Returning to Nagel’s example, it is possible to conceive of a case where
torturing one person will prevent the torturing of five people, and so the state of
affairs where fewer people are tortured is better promoted by performing this one
act of torture. But if we hold, as Nagel does, that there is a deontological reason
against torturing someone, then, according to Scheffler’s notion of maximising
reason, we are behaving irrationally.

We recall that Scanlon disagrees with the view that normative judgment
consists in weighing the outcomes of reasons, but rather consists in making
evaluative judgments that allow and eliminate reasons according to their
appropriateness and relevance:

...judging that a certain consideration does not count as a reason
for action is not equivalent to assigning negative intrinsic value to
the occurrence of actions based on this reason. Such a value can
always simply be outweighed by some countervailing value, but

the judgment that a consideration is irrelevant cannot.®

5 Scanlon, What We Owe, 82
% ibid., 84
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Taking the example of the case of torturing a person in order to .save others,
Scanlon argues that the principle against tdrturing eliminates other considerations
about the disvalue that follows from failing to torture someone from inclusion in‘
any judgment. This principle is not based on the negative disvalue that follows
from either allowing or prohibiting torture. If the principle is judged correct, then
we do not need to weigh the value or disvalue of the state of affairs that it
produces. The principle itself is éonstituted by the permission and elimination of
certain reasons and actions, and is not grounded on the value that inheres in the
state of affairs. Scanlon argues that to take there to be good reasons not to torture
someone is to judge that the prohibition against torturing is of value. This
judgment does not mean that the value that we ascribe to the principle of the
prohibition against torturing is derived from the state of affairs where there is no
torture. We therefore do not necessarily have reasons to promote a world where
there is no torture. This might sound counter intuitive, particularly when we
consider such a repugnant act as torture which is based on the intentional
infliction of pain. Scanlon does not érgue that values can not be teleological, that
is, that we will judge that a state of affairs where the principle abounds is not
better than a state of affairs where the principle goes neglected. His point is that
the teleological structure is not a necessary part of the notion of Qalue, and also
that value judgments can have a deontological character, where the correctness of
the principle underlies the value. The value of the principle is not derived from
the contribution actions performed under it make towards another inherently
valuable state of affairs. Scanlon notes that discussions of the teleological
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