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The Objectivity of Value





I. Issues in metaethics


When we ask whether “values” are “objective”, what are we asking about? What is at stake?  The agendas of different questioners are varied, and the issues are seldom entirely clear or explicit. When issues about the ‘objectivity of values’ are raised by people with certain kinds of political motives, one typical aim is simply the short term legitimation or de-legitimation of certain kinds of rhetoric in certain limited argumentative or political contexts. Sometimes the assertion that there are ‘objective’ values (or even ‘Objective Truth’) is merely a crude rhetorical device used on behalf of  dogmatic and intolerant individuals who see themselves as courageous defenders of  The Right, and view anyone who questions what they believe in as enemies of What is Right.  But this superficial ploy works, when it works at all, only by focusing attention on self-answering meta-questions (about whether there is anything Right at all, and whether one should try to be on its side), thus distracting attention from the real issues, which are whether what they believe really is true, whether they have any good reasons for believing it, and whether any truth at all could possibly warrant the dogmatic and intolerant spirit in which they act in the name of what they believe. 


Sadly, the ploy often succeeds at least to this extent, that their confused opponents are led to think that in order to resist dogmatism they must challenge it directly on the rhetorical terrain it has marked out. Thus they think they have to reject the thesis that values are ‘objective’, and this has attracted them to extreme skeptical or nihilistic theories according to which any assertion of the objectivity of values as nothing but a rhetorical device used by dogmatists representing entrenched power structures, whose only possible use is to enforce uniformity of opinion, or exclude marginalized interests, or suppress legitimate questions about existing relations of power. The evident iconoclasm of such theories (which may be “subversive” even to the point of showing contempt for all standards of intelligibility) perhaps makes them seem like suitable vehicles for radical questioning of everything that exists or is accepted. In fact, however, these theories merely deprive us of the capacity to raise meaningful questions or objections regarding anything. They are therefore very well suited to express the spirit of some of the pretentious, hyper-intellectualistic, self-deceptive and quietistic forms that political radicalism has fashionably assumed during the left’s period of weakness, confusion and despair at the end of the twentieth century. 


When analytical philosophers in the twentieth century have raised questions about the objectivity of values, their interests have often had little in common with these. They are often motivated by metaphysical or epistemological concerns about what there is, and how it is known – and therefore whether and how claims about values can be understood to be about what is genuinely real or what is knowable about the real. They also care about the psychology of human motivation and how a naturalistic understanding of it can be integrated into our understanding of practical reasoning. The questions they raise fall under a distinct variety of different headings. There are, to begin with, metaphysical questions about whether terms like ‘good’ refer to real properties of things, properties as real as those talked about by physics or mathematics, for example. Then there are epistemological questions, about whether there is, or could be such a thing as knowledge about what is good or has value. There are also semantic questions about whether what are formally or grammatically assertions about values, such as ‘pleasure is good’ are really assertions having truth values, or are better understood instead as expressions of attitude or emotion, or as commands or exhortations, which should no more be considered as having truth values than shouted expletives or sentences in the imperative mood. 


In this context, the view that there are ‘objective’ values, about which true assertions can be made, is called realism;� cognitivism is the thesis that assertions about values (whether or not they are about objective ‘realities’) can be known, or justifiably believed, to be true. Against them, there are many versions of antirealism, and noncognitivism, including ‘fictionalism’ and ‘error theory’, which take statements about values to be semantically realist but deny that there are any real value properties or truths, and hence deny that there could be any knowledge about values.�


These controversies make up the subfield usually known as ‘metaethics’.� In contrast to the nihilistic positions first mentioned, which are advocated in part directly on political grounds, it is controversial among analytical philosophers whether metaethical questions have any practical bearing whatever. Antirealists often attempt to show how their view enables them to mimic the talk and thinking of realists, so that they may reap the supposed benefits of antirealism about value in metaphysics, epistemology, psychology and semantics while leaving our everyday language, thought, morals and politics exactly as they were.�  (To the extent that they succeed, analytical philosophy confirms the thesis that antirealism about values is socially quietistic in its import, at least to the limited extent that it would have no substantive moral implications in any particular direction.) 





II. The unavoidability of the deliberative standpoint 


The approach to the question of the objectivity of values I mean to suggest here is derived from the conception of ourselves that we have, and must have, as beings who are active, reflective, and in more or less constant communication with other human beings who are likewise active and reflective. Let me take these three points in turn.


i. We are active judges. First, we are active beings. In our lives we are constantly presented with choices that have to be made, and moreover that we have to make. The one thing about these choices that is not up to us is whether to regard them as issues for us. They are issues for us, and we must settle them by judging what we should do on the basis of what we take to be good reasons that justify the judgments and choices we make.  


It is sometimes represented that along with seeing ourselves from the “first person” standpoint of the “agent”, it is also possible to look at ourselves (and all other people) from a “third person” standpoint of “pure observer” -- for whom (according to one picture of what “pure observation” is) our actions are seen not as choices to be made for reasons but only as events in the natural order that happen in accordance with a causal laws. When we regard them this way, so the story goes, then justification, reasons and the like are irrelevant.� 


Yet even if it were possible to look at others in this latter way (as I will presently argue that it is not), or even to look at most of one’s own actions in this way, it would still not be possible to adopt unqualifiedly the stance of a “pure observer” of oneself. For even as an observer, I have to decide what observations to make, and in understanding what I observe, I have to choose which theories guide my observations, what observational and experimental techniques to employ, and what conclusions to draw from the observations I make. And I must decide all these questions on the basis of what I take to be good reasons that justify my choices about how and what to observe and what to conclude from it.


In this sense, even the purest possible observer is always even more fundamentally an agent. This means, however, that the very conception of the standpoint of the “pure observer,” as conceived above, is a bogus one. There is no alternative of viewing our own actions as merely natural processes subject to observed regularities. Our only alternative in thinking about our own actions is to see them as subject to self-directed processes of practical reasoning, and hence to rules that we regard as normative for them. We do of course often need to understand ourselves as failing to follow these rules, or falling short of acting for the best reasons. But that is also part of seeing ourselves as deliberating beings. In holding that we must necessarily see ourselves as deliberating beings, hence as rational beings, I do not mean to suggest that we must see ourselves as successful deliberative agents, or that we always (or even usually) act rationally. But only a being that is seen as having the capacity to act rationally can be seen as an irrational being, in the sense of a being that sometimes or usually fails to act rationally. Hence if we did not presuppose that we are rational beings, then it would make no sense to claim that we are irrational.  If we did not inevitably adopt the deliberative viewpoint, from which we must see and represent ourselves as acting (or at least trying to act) for reasons, then there would be no interest in the fact that we often fail to act rationally.  


Some people including romantics and religious enthusiasts, occasionally say that we should act irrationally. This at least makes sense (whether it is true or not) as long as what it means is that we should act otherwise than in some specific way that has been represented as ‘rational’. But it is directly self-contradictory if what it is supposed to mean is that we should act directly contrary to whatever way we decide there are the strongest reasons for us to act. For to say that we should act that way is to represent that way as the way we have most reason to act, and it is therefore self-contradictory to say that we should not act that way. I do not say that people who hold such views cannot mean them, since it is quite common for people to contradict themselves. But like those who knowingly hold self-contradictory beliefs, their position is inherently unstable, and can continue to be held only in some sort of bad faith. 


If we also understand our actions as natural processes, then we have to understand these natural processes as giving us the capacity to regulate our actions according to normative rules and by what we take to be good reasons that justify them, as well as inflicting on us various possibilities of failing to act for good reasons or to follow the rules we recognize as norms over our actions.  It is a non-starter to try to understand our actions as following merely the kinds of observed regularities that belong to inanimate and non-rational things in the natural world, such as the orbits of planets and the mechanically impelled motions of billiard balls. 


ii. We must reflect in order to act. The idea that we must act for reasons that seem to us to justify our action involves us already in the second point. We must not only act on rules and for reasons, but we must also understand ourselves as so acting -- whether through conceptual structures we call scientific theories or in ways of thinking that we do not dignify with that name. For as agents we are also reflective beings, who are aware of our agency, and whose awareness of their agency is an essential part of that agency itself. Acting involves judging how to act, and to judge how we should act we must reflect on ourselves, on our judging and our acting, and represent it to ourselves as justified by reasons. In order reflectively to weigh competing reasons, I have to think of myself as the one who weighs them. I have to be conscious that I should, and hence that I can, determine which of them deserves to predominate in my deliberations, and thus I have to presuppose that I have the capacity to regulate my own conduct according to the determination about this that I will make.� 


I cannot view the outcome of my deliberations as already pre-ordained by something outside what I think of in this context as myself. Likewise, when I am in a situation where a momentary impulse threatens to distract me from a rational plan I have made, I can hold myself to the plan only by reflecting on the fact that I have adopted it, and for good reasons, which I recognized as good when I chose the plan, and which I still recognize as good. The thoughts I have here about ‘I’ and ‘myself’ – and the active capacities I implicitly ascribe to this ‘I’ – are inseparable from the thinking I engage in, and have to engage in, as an agent – of course including, once again, the thinking I have to engage in when I adopt the standpoint of a theoretical observer of the world, and even of myself.  The ‘I’ that acts must think of itself as acting for reasons. If I later come to see that these reasons were bad ones, or that I did not act for the reasons I thought I did, then this judgment about my past choice is one that I must now see myself as making for good reasons. So although in any given case my judgment that I am acting for reasons is fallible and revisable, it can be questioned and revised only from the standpoint of an ‘I’ who judges its fallibility for what are taken to be good reasons. Hence the standpoint of a self that sees itself as acting for reasons can never be called into question absolutely or in toto, since whenever it is called into question, it has to be called into question only by someone who sees himself as actually occupying it. The very act of calling it into question is possible only for someone who presupposes that he is an I who calls it into question for good reasons.


iii. Acting, judging and reflecting are communicative activities. So far I have been discussing what some philosophers would call the ‘first person’ standpoint of agency. But I think this is a misleading way of putting it, because it ignores a third crucial feature of ourselves as agents which is just as important as the two we have already examined. This is the fact that deliberation is always either explicitly or implicitly a communicative activity. The justification of a belief or action is always a justification to someone, an attempt to respond to more or less determinate questions or demands. We learn from others how to ask for and give reasons for what we think or do. The business of requiring and providing justifications is a kind of social practice, a kind of communication that people develop over time in concert with one another.�


This is why it is fundamentally misleading to represent the deliberative standpoint on our own actions as a ‘first person’ standpoint – as if it were somehow a merely ‘subjective’ standpoint, that might contrast with a more ‘objective’ standpoint of a mere observer who would understand our actions more impartially or less perspectivally. For insofar as our deliberation involves communication with others, the perspective of deliberation is as much a perspective on others' actions as it is on our own. It presupposes a stance toward them which is as far from that of an observer of natural regularities as the stance it presupposes toward ourselves. When we offer others reasons for what we are doing, we must suppose them to be able to understand and weigh reasons in the same way we do.  And we have to suppose the same thing when we listen to their arguments and keep ourselves open to being convinced by them. In that sense, the standpoint of agency is every bit as much a “second person” perspective as a “first person” one. But if we are willing to think about offering arguments to, and considering arguments from, other parties with whom we are not presently discoursing, then we must also attribute the same perspective of agency to them as well, so it is every bit as much a “third person” perspective on human actions too. 


When we regard other human beings as rational agents, there is simply no alternative of considering them as natural automata whose observed behavior we are to bring under natural regularities by a process of induction or inference to the best explanation. On the contrary, we can make sense of their behavior (as we can make sense of our own) only by bringing it under normative principles, such as intentions, rules of conduct and the recognition of reasons. When we deliberate or reason together with others, communicating about what we, or they, or some third person should do and why, the reasons we consider are by their very nature public or common or objective reasons, not reasons tied to a particular person or particular perspective. 


Philosophers have sometimes distinguished between ‘agent-relative’ reasons and ‘agent-neutral’ reasons – the former consisting in reasons that are capable of motivating a certain particular agent to do something, the latter reasons that might be offered by this or another agent to someone (or anyone) else, to justify his doing it.� The distinction is all right in its place, but as it is sometimes used, it is bogus. If I have good reasons, then they are reasons that would justify anyone in my circumstances, with my resources, and with my ends, in doing the thing. And they are also reasons I could offer to others for my doing it, and expect them to accept. Further, if I have genuine reasons for valuing my own happiness, then there ought to be genuine reasons for others to value it too (even if those reasons do not have the same normative force for them). And this means that there must also be some reasons for any agent to value my happiness – hence some sort of ‘agent-neutral’ reason for valuing it. ‘Agent-relative’ reasons are genuine reasons at all only insofar as they are capable of being presented in such an ‘agent-neutral’ way. 


Theoretical reasons are practical reasons.  An important aspect of my argument depends also on challenging the fundamental status of another distinction. There is no ultimate or essential difference between theoretical reasons, reasons for believing propositions, and practical reasons, reasons for doing things or trying to bring about states of affairs.  Inquiry is a species of agency, and reasons for believing are a species of reasons for doing. I don’t deny there is room for drawing a distinction between reasons for acting -- including such theoretical actions as seeking out information, forming hypotheses and weighing competing evidence -- to which we respond by voluntary actions, and reasons for wanting or believing to which, when they are sufficiently strong, we can’t help responding to with the relevant wants or beliefs. But the more important point is that both are equally cases of responding to reasons, and what I am saying about rational agents as active judges applies equally to both.


  Belief is tightly bound up with action; the inquiry necessary for belief is a kind of action, which in turn rests on belief. A being who might have beliefs but no volitions is impossible. Beliefs are not purely passive states; they are dispositions to assert, investigate, and connect other beliefs with actions in determinate ways. If there are reasons to believe, then there are reasons to act. For to represent oneself as acting for a reason is to represent oneself as believing there is a reason for one to act. And to represent oneself as believing is to represent oneself as having a reason to act in the ways that the belief gives you to act. Consequently, if we were to deny that there are any genuine reasons to act, then we would also have to deny that there are any reasons to believe, and vice-versa.  If I tried to deny that there are any genuine reasons to act, and to represent myself as having reasons for this belief, then I would thereby contradict myself, since to deny that there are any reasons to act would involve the denial there are any genuine reasons to believe, including any genuine reasons to believe there are no reasons to act.


Desires as reasons. Philosophers often think that reasons for doing something always consist ultimately in desires. Desires are subjective states, belonging to an individual, which cause the individual to do certain things. My desire gives me a reason to do things to satisfy it, but it does not give any other person the same reason, so it is essentially an “agent-relative”, never an “agent-neutral” reason. If all reasons can be reduced to desires, then all reasons ultimately come down to agent-relative reasons.  But this entails that if all reasons are basically agent-neutral, as I have been claiming, then reasons cannot ultimately be reduced to reason-independent desires. 


One thought behind these reductions, I think, is that if we can reduce reasons to desires, and explain actions through a combination of desires and beliefs, then we can reduce the subjective or “first person” perspective of the agent who acts on reasons to the more objective perspective of the observer, who explains the agent’s behavior by citing the states that cause it.� Desires are then seen as causal states of an agent, much like the momentum of bodies in mechanics. Such a state is particular to that body, and gives it a disposition to move in a certain direction at a certain velocity. Taken together with facts about the relation of the body to other bodies, it explains, in terms of inductively observed natural regularities, how the body actually does move. On this picture, the ‘subjectivity’ of desires plays the role of reducing reasons (which by their very nature are communicable, hence universal there for all rational beings) to something particular about this subject, and allows its behavior to be explained in the same way as that of beings who do not deliberate or judge or communicate about reasons. 


But in fact we can see that the reduction will not work if we consider the matter from the deliberative standpoint of someone who acts for reasons. For then we can see clearly that desires could not play the role they are assigned on this picture. No desire by itself could ever be the sole, sufficient and unconditional reason for any action -- even when it is combined with beliefs about how to satisfy the desire.  When I ask what I should do, or why I should do it, I can never answer the “Why?” question satisfactorily merely by citing a desire to do it that I find in myself. On the contrary, the existence of such a desire usually presupposes that the question has been answered already – the existence of the desire is simply an effect or expression of that answer. In giving the reason for an action, I should cite not such “motivated desires” but instead the reasons why I have them.� If I simply find a desire in myself (such as hunger), this does not automatically give me a reason to satisfy it, but rather raises practical questions about  how and whether to act on it, perhaps even whether I should have it at all.  


I might say the reason I go to a movie this evening is that I feel like going or that I desire to see this particular film. But this counts as a reason only in a context where it can be taken for granted that it is not unreasonable to satisfy the desires I avow. And I can always be asked (or ask myself), on many different grounds, why I want to go out, or to see a movie, or to see that particular movie. The foul weather, the dangerous downtown streets, the generally deplorable state of commercial cinema, the tedious predictability into which the director of the film has slouched in recent years, or the bad reviews the film has received, can all be cited as grounds for asking pointedly why I want to go out at all, or go to a movie, or go to this movie. The question has now become: “Do you (really) want to?” Or “should you want to?” In response to these challenges, therefore, “I (just) want to” will not even have the general form of an adequate answer.� 


The suggestion that all reasons must ultimately reduce to unmotivated desires, depends for its entire plausibility on the appeal of the project of reducing reasons to mere blind dispositional states (like momentum). Its hopelessness is indicated by the truth of the scholastic adage: Nihil appetimus, nisi sub ratione boni (“We desire nothing except under the species of the good”).� In other words, we regard something as desirable for a reason (the reason that we consider it good). Desires are ultimately based on reasons, not reasons on desires.


The incoherence of total skepticism about reasons. As agents and as inquirers, we have many options. But one option not open to us is holding no beliefs and making no choices. The ancient Pyrrhonists are supposed to have held that the arguments on each side of every question are so perfectly balanced that there is never any reason for believing or doing one thing rather than another. According to Diogenes Laertius, Pyrrho is supposed to have lived this doctrine so consistently that he needed to be guided in daily life by his (less consistent) skeptical followers, who saw to it that he ate and kept him from walking off precipices.�  In the same spirit, Hume writes about “excessive” or “Pyrrhonistic” skepticism, that if its principles were to prevail, then “All discourse, all action would immediately cease; and men remain in a total lethargy, until the necessities of nature, unsatisfied, put an end to their miserable existence.”� 


This, however, is still too optimistic, since it supposes that a life according to the principles of Pyrrhonism, though perhaps neither long nor pleasant, might at least still be somehow possible. But for an agent who thinks there is no reason to believe or do anything, there is not only no reason to get up or eat, but no reason not to get up or eat. In fact (and this shows why Pyrrhonism, so understood, is simply an untenable doctrine), there could also be no reason for holding that there is no reason to believe or do anything, hence no reason to become or remain a skeptic. That is, the doctrine that there is no reason to believe or do anything is one which could not self-consistently represent itself as being held for reasons. And that means it could not be held at all by beings like ourselves, who necessarily take the deliberative standpoint.�





III. A defense of realism about values


For quite a while now I have not been discussing directly the question whether values are objective, or real, or objects of cognition, or proper predicates in genuine factual assertions with truth conditions. But the points I have been making seem to me to bear on these questions, if they are taken in the right way.� For what they seem to me to show is this: For anything that is offered as a reason for believing or acting, we can always question whether it is as good a reason as the reasons that can be adduced on the other side, or even whether it is a sufficient reason, or a good reason, or a genuine reason of any kind at all. It is always legitimate in the case of any given putative reason to wonder whether it is not merely a deception or illusion to regard it as a reason. What we cannot do, however, is to deliberate without taking for granted that there are some genuine reasons for doing either what we are deciding to do, or for some other alternative (which, if the better reasons are on its side, we should have resolved on in place of what we are in fact deciding to do).  To be an inquirer or an agent at all is to presuppose that there are some reasons for believing and for acting -- whether or not we have found them, or ever will find them. In this way, to be an inquirer or an agent at all is to presuppose that some values are real. To think of an action as good is to think that it is one for which there are reasons; to think of a state of affairs as good is to think of it as one that we would have a reason to bring about, if we could; to think of any object at all as good in any way at all is to think of it as having a property such that this property might give someone a reason for doing something. To consider something good is to consider it as having value. Thus deliberating at all presupposes that something is good, and hence that something has value.


Further, as deliberative beings we are also communicative beings, who take our reasons to be genuine only insofar as they are reasons others should accept. Hence the values we presuppose in deliberating are also objective, because I cannot regard them as reasons while thinking of them as values not merely for me (this particular subject), but can regard them as genuine reasons only insofar as I think they ought to be recognized as such by any other subject who understands the situation and the decision to be made.  This is why it is entirely natural and proper to treat statements claiming that things are good or have value as statements having truth values and truth conditions, and as predicating real, objective properties of the actions, states of affairs or other entities that are their subjects. If we presuppose that deliberation is looking for good reasons, we presuppose also that we can find them, and therefore that some of the statements we make (using terms like ‘good’) that express what we think we have found may be not only believed by us, but justifiably believed, and also true. If knowledge is anything like justified true belief, then it follows that we also presuppose that it is possible for us to know some of these objective truths about value. Therefore, I think the positions on metaethical issues that are generally called realism and cognitivism are correct, and the positions usually called antirealism, noncognitivism and emotivism are incorrect.� 


‘Naturalism’ and antirealism about value.  In one sense, to be a ‘naturalist’ about human conduct is merely to believe that human beings are part of the natural world, so that the understanding of what they are, how they have evolved, what they are capable of, and what they do must all somehow be part of our understanding of nature. Nothing I have said so far is intended to question naturalism in this sense. Of course there have been philosophers who question whether it is possible that beings who act for reasons in the way I have said we cannot help thinking of ourselves as doing could be part of the natural world as we understand it. Some philosophers have held that acting for reasons, and directing one’s own conduct freely in ways necessary to act for reasons, must be impossible for any being that is subject to natural causality and whose conduct follows the laws of nature as we know them. Some philosophers who take this position hold that we cannot be (or cannot be “only”) natural beings, and hence they deny ‘naturalism’ in the above sense. Others, holding fast to ‘naturalism’ conclude that it cannot be the case that we really act ‘freely’ in the way I have been describing, so that acting for reasons must be some sort of illusion. 


I think the first of these views has been adopted too hastily, usually by people who have religious motives for adopting it. We still know too little about how human mental capacities relate to their neural and physiological basis to judge that these capacities would have to be supernatural in character. The scientific evidence seems to me overwhelming that human beings are naturally evolved parts of the physical world, and no more than that. So it seems to me that until there are absolutely conclusive arguments to the contrary, we should take ourselves both to act for reasons (as I have argued we  cannot help doing if we are to avoid self refutation) and to be entirely natural beings who have the capacity to act for reasons.�


The second of the views, however, the one that regards naturalism as precluding the possibility that we act for reasons, seems to me self-refuting. For those who pretend to argue for that view must at least represent themselves as judging for reasons that naturalism is true and that naturalism precludes the possibility of our acting for reasons. But in that case what they want to assert, namely that we cannot act for reasons, is directly refuted by what they must presuppose in order to assert it, since they must presuppose that they can judge for reasons that naturalism is true and that it precludes their acting for reasons. For the remainder of this discussion, I am going to assume (what I believe to be true), that human beings are wholly natural beings, whose behavior follows laws of nature, but who, in accordance with those laws of nature, act for reasons in the way I have said we cannot help presupposing. 


 In the previous paragraph, I have used ‘naturalism’ in a broad sense, in which I regard myself (tentatively) as a naturalist. Sometimes, however, ‘naturalism’ is given a narrower meaning in this context, because certain doctrines are presupposed about what must be required for human actions and choices to be ‘natural’ or consistent with the workings of the natural world. Specifically, the view sometimes held is one we looked at briefly earlier, that all actions are caused or prompted fundamentally by desires. Following this view, it is held that the only things that could count as ‘reasons’ for action would have to be beliefs about how to satisfy desires, and specifically about the causal connections that link possible actions we might choose as means with the states of affairs we desire as ends. From this it is inferred that values, as distinct from beliefs about means-ends causal connections, could never play a role in human action, at least if human action is understood ‘naturalistically’. Since values play no explanatory role in human action, they are superfluous from the standpoint of a ‘naturalistic’ account of the world, and so there is no reason to believe they exist. This leads to antirealism about values.�


The reasons why I reject this kind of ‘naturalistic’ antirealism about values should already be clear. Desires are not the starting point for the explanation of actions. Desires are not causal states of an agent, analogous to states of momentum or energy in bodies as their motion is understood by mechanics. Human desires play a role in actions that is determined by the reasons the agent has, or believes she has, for acting. Desires explain actions only insofar as they are expressions of reasons, or apparent reasons, which are independent of desires, or else desires are accepted as reasons for action because they figure in a complex picture of the objective good held by an agent, according to which the agent judges that she has good reasons to satisfy these desires.  A rational agent’s actions are made intelligible by understanding the actions as done for reasons. The reasons need not be good or even genuine reasons, but they have to be understood as reasons the agent believes to be good and thinks of as (at least ideally) representable to other agents as objectively good. If the agent’s beliefs about these reasons, and the objective values underlying them, are mistaken, they must at least be understood as attempts at finding the truth about what is objectively valuable, and those who judge that a given agent has false beliefs about what is objectively valuable presuppose some beliefs about what is valuable merely in thinking of themselves as having good reasons for supposing that those with false beliefs are mistaken about what is objectively valuable.�


Those who think about values antirealistically from this ‘naturalistic’ standpoint often attempt to account for our realistic way of thinking and talking about values by providing ‘error theories’ – according to which we think values are real because we mistakenly project our desires onto the world – or ‘fictionalist’ theories, according to which our behavior is to be understood as a sort of pretending or acting ‘as if’ there were objective values, even though there are none. All such views become self-refuting as soon as they take their error or fictionalist theories to be justified by the reasons or arguments they offer in favor of them. For they cannot self-consistently represent the reasons they give for their theories, and on which they expect others to accept these theories, as mere projective errors, or as merely fictional or “as if” reasons. 





IV. An Enlightenment vision of objective values


So far my argument has proceeded entirely on the basis of the fact that the practical standpoint is unavoidable for us and of what we necessarily presuppose in taking that unavoidable standpoint. This very abstract basis has enabled me to articulate the reasons why I think we must be realists and cognitivists about values and cannot, on pain of self-refutation, be antirealists, noncognitivists, emotivists, fictionalists or error theorists about all values.  But as I have already indicated, this argument by itself leaves me in no position to defend any particular claims about objective value, and it does not even enable me to argue for the reality of whole categories of value that have been taken to be fundamental to all values, such as moral and aesthetic values. For all I have said so far, there might be no objectivity to any of the values invoked in morality or politics or aesthetics. The only values that might be real and objective are those necessary to decide rationally that some values must be real and objective, and that everything anyone has ever proposed under the heading of moral, political and aesthetic values are not among them.� In order to show how I would argue for the reality of the values I take to be most central and important, I would like to articulate a certain specific vision of our practical standpoint, a vision I think we inherit from the Enlightenment. (My argument so far has been quite recognizably Kantian in spirit and substance – a fact of which I am not in the least ashamed. As I proceed, it will become even more explicitly and recognizably so.)


This vision is centered on the kind of community we take to be the basis for the public or communicative aspect I have argued is essential to the practical standpoint. It is one which sees this community as not limited or conditioned by any contingent geographical or historical boundaries, but as essentially encompassing all human beings, or even all beings existing anywhere who are capable of taking the practical standpoint and hence of understanding what it is to believe or act for reasons and to search for objective values.  According to this vision, our practical standpoint as rational agents must be one governed by mutual communication with a universal or cosmopolitan community.� 


From the standpoint of this community, some empirically actual and limited communities – of families, nations, cultures and so on – can be justified as legitimate, or even as indispensably valuable to us. But all such communities gain their legitimacy solely through being able to justify themselves through reasons that can be understood and ought to be accepted by any member of the universal community of all rational beings. 


Universalism and cosmopolitanism are sometimes attacked on the ground that they are merely a cover for privileging dominant (perhaps Western imperialist) social structures, cultural attitudes, and so on, since these will inevitably be the ones regarded as “universal” and “cosmopolitan”. 


I agree this is sometimes an abuse to which cosmopolitanism has been subject, but it is no more a part of cosmopolitanism itself than is the rhetorical abuse by dogmatists of the ideas of truth and the objectivity of values discussed at the start of this paper. In general, it is a bad form of argument to criticize a moral or political theory by citing cases in which it has been abused so as to justify wrongdoing. For there is no doctrine whatever (however correct and free from error) that is, or ever could be, immune to abuse in this way. So arguments of this form, however correct their factual premises and however deep the experiences of wrong on which they rest, are equally valid against any conceivable philosophical doctrine – which means that they are invalid against all. �  


By seeing ourselves as part of a universal community, we see all other rational beings as in principle equal participants in the process of giving and critically evaluating reasons for belief and action, or (what is the same thing) giving and critically evaluating claims about what is objectively valuable. This vision therefore accords fundamental and primary value to those beings themselves who are members of this community, and who are entitled to a voice in deciding questions of objective value. And it is therefore committed to treating them as all of equal value.


Treating all people as having equal value does not immediately commit us to treating them in the same way in any particular respect, or giving them equal shares of anything. Exactly how, and how far, it has such implications depends on what we think is required in order to treat people as equal. To me it seems fairly obvious that fundamental human equality is incompatible with all forms of involuntary servitude, whether based on legal relations or merely on the results of received property relations and market transactions, with the subservient position occupied by women in virtually all traditional societies, and with all the varied forms of racial or ethnic domination that are found throughout the world – especially those that have characterized the history of European colonialism. Taken together with the earlier idea that searching for the objective truth about values must be a collective and communicative enterprise aiming ultimately at rational agreement, this implies that we ought to seek a society in which people are free to use their reason and to communicate with others about matters of general interest. Yet for this last reason, it cannot be a society in which what predominates is narrow self-interest based on human separation and individual rights, but a human community based on universally valid reasons and shared goals.


In these respects, Enlightenment values are radical in their import, and stand opposed to any ideology that would give its blessing to any of the forms of traditional privilege that are involved in the phenomena just described. Metaethical realism in general may not have any particular practical implications, but the specific form of metaethical realism I am now advocating certainly does have them. 





V. Aesthetic Values


According to this enlightenment vision, objective truth is to be sought through communication between rational agents on terms of equal respect. The basis of this search is the fundamental objective moral value – that of rational agency itself.  In addition to moral principles of reason, there are surely also epistemic principles, governing how we formulate ideas, seek evidence, and form and revise our beliefs on the basis of it.  It is beyond the scope of this paper to work out these matters any further here.� But I shall try to make a few brief remarks in closing about aesthetic values – the beauty of a painting or a piece of music, the capacity of beautiful -- and sometimes also of unbeautiful – objects – such as works of art -- to move us, to bring to life for our feelings the meanings of things that we recognize but to which we might be emotionally dead were it not for the way the work of art portrays them. Aesthetic objects also sometimes reveal new meanings to us to us that we did not previously recognize, or even suspect. 


Works of art may make assertions of fact, or of value, and those assertions, like all such assertions, are a matter of objective truth and falsity. But the experience of beauty is a subjective experience, fundamentally a pleasure (sometimes also mixed with pain). The same is true of emotions, and the experience of meanings. All these are essentially subjective and perspectival, not matters that admit of objective proof.  If I am not moved by a certain poem or piece of music that moves you, there is no point in your haranguing me with arguments intended to convince me to be moved. In that sense, it is true that when we respond to a work of art, we are not responding to reasons. This is also the truth in the proverb, De gustabus non est disputandum (“There is no disputing about taste.”) But we also make judgments about the value of our aesthetic responses, and these judgments are answerable to reasons. Because of such judgments, taste admits of good and bad. Hume is quite correct in saying that no sensible person can take seriously the thesis that all painting or poetry, for instance, are of equal aesthetic merit – that Ogilby is as good a poet as Milton.� We therefore do not regard all aesthetic responses as equally appropriate, and this gives us a basis for regarding some aesthetic judgments as true, others as untrue. For example, it is true that Duke Ellington’s band played better music than Lawrence Welk’s, and false that Norman Rockwell is a better painter than Edward Hopper. People whose aesthetic responses do not conform to the truth on these points simply have bad taste in music and in painting. 


Further, there seem to be aesthetic truths that do not deal directly with aesthetic value, such as that the mood of Grey’s Elegy in a Country Churchyard is wistful and pensive, or that the march that is the third movement of Tchaikovsky’s Sixth Symphony is frenzied and unpersuasively optimistic.  These kinds of judgments have to do with the directly perceived or felt (i.e. aesthetic) features of aesthetic objects, and they are as little susceptible to objective proof as judgments of beauty and ugliness, but they are often relevant to such aesthetic appraisals, since no one could possibly provide a decent aesthetic appraisal Grey’s Elegy who so badly misread it that he perceived its tone to be playful and ironic. 


There do, then, seem to be aesthetic truths, some of them directly judgments of aesthetic value, others not.  They are not objective truths, however, both in the sense that they are not about the properties objects have irrespective of our subjective experience of them and also in the sense that they cannot be proved or confirmed by rational argument or empirical evidence.  But there is one important point of continuity between aesthetic judgments and objective judgments (whether about values or not): both occur in the context of our communicative interactions, and are answerable to standards we recognize in the contexts of communication in which they occur. Hence although you cannot directly convince me that a piece of music is moving by providing me with a demonstration of that fact, there are many things you might say to me that might lead to my hearing (or remembering) the piece differently from the way I first did, and in consequence being moved by it as I previously was not.  Some of the things you might say to have this effect (all those that might be seen as genuinely aesthetic discourse about it) will also tend to convince me that my new reaction to the piece is a truer or more authentic reaction to it than my old one was.  It is probably the main task of critics, interpreters and scholars of aesthetic objects – especially works of art – to engage in this kind of discourse, to conform what they assert and what they argue to the right standards for it, and to reflect on and (when necessary) to criticize and revise those standards. 


In this way, not only are there aesthetic truths but there is also a quasi-objectivity about aesthetic truth, which has its basis in the kinds of discourse we engage in about the objects (both of nature and art) to which we react aesthetically, and the standards we recognize for our aesthetic reactions and aesthetic judgments in the context of that discourse. But it is perhaps puzzling that there should even be a discourse of this kind at all. Why should we care about how the feelings and sensibilities of others react to things? What business is it of ours, anyway, what they feel or don’t feel, whether they are pleased or pained or moved in the same way we are by the same things? (“If I happen to like Lawrence Welk better than Duke Ellington and Norman Rockwell better than Edward Hopper, who the hell are you to criticize me?”) Why should we try to change people’s feelings by talking to them about works of art, and even treat different people’s feelings as though they corresponded to some kind of truth having something like objectivity about it? 


No doubt a lot could (and would need to be) said in answer to these questions. But let me give the beginnings of one simple answer motivated by the Enlightenment vision I have sketched.  As rational beings who ought to relate to one another, and communicate with one another on conditions of mutual esteem and respect, we have strong reasons to seek agreement with one another on basic questions both of factual truth and of value. We do also have reasons, based on considerations of modesty and caution as well as mutual respect, for not trying enforce this agreement or to reach it too hastily. But in valuing ourselves and one another, we ought to seek a community of opinion between ourselves and all other rational beings, freely and rationally arrived at, and grounded on principles all can approve and accept.  As members of such an ideal community, we rightly seek to integrate into it everything that is important to us. But among the most intimate features of our lives are our experiences and emotions, which express our reactions to other things that are important to us – including the natural objects around us, the crucial events in our individual lives, the forms and symbols of our collective life. It is part of our aspiration to a cosmopolitan community that we want to share with others even, or especially, on the level of subjective experience, and that we therefore place greater value on those subjective experiences which can be shared than on those we cannot share or about which we cannot communicate.�  This gives us a legitimate interest in taste, in aesthetic truth and precisely in its quasi-objectivity. Precisely because authentic feelings cannot be forced, it clearly promotes the development of a free cosmopolitan community that we should want to reach agreement at the level of feeling, and ought to subject our own feelings to critical scrutiny in light of the quasi-objective standards employed in the best discourse about those objects that evoke the richest, subtlest and deepest feelings. 


The objectivity of values is a necessary presupposition of all rational deliberation. The objectivity of moral and political values respecting the equality of every rational being and seeking for the community of all rational beings, especially at the crucial levels of communication, judgment, action and feeling, is a consequence of the Enlightenment vision that takes rational deliberation to define us as human beings having equal value who ought to live in community with one another.�
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� Following G. E. Moore’s discussion in Principia Ethica (1903), the view that ‘good’ refers to a real and knowable property, such as pleasantness, was called ‘naturalism’. (This view was rejected by Moore as the ‘naturalistic fallacy’). But more recently ‘naturalism’ has come to refer, as we shall describe below, to a different set of views which bear no clear relation to issues about the objectivity of values. Besides, there are metaphysical or theistic forms of moral realism which should be described as ‘supernaturalistic’ rather than ‘naturalistic’, such as that defended by Robert Adams, Finite and Infinite Goods (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). 


  


� One influential defense of such an ‘error theory’ is J.L. Mackie, Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong (London: Pelican, 1977).





� The issue whether there are objective values in general might be, but is not often, distinguished from issues relating more specifically to certain kinds of values, such as moral or aesthetic values. People wonder  whether rational argument about moral questions is really possible at all, or about its possible scope and limits – whether it always must presuppose a certain framework of custom or convention or form of life, which can never be rationally called into question within moral argument itself.  And there are very real questions about the real significance of certain specific values, such as justice or moral virtue -- whether these are really functions of social ideology and manipulation, merely devices for social domination through deception, or symptoms of psychological pathologies of various kinds. Some theories on this score raise profound questions about whether how far we ought to be committed to these values at all, both in general, or in certain contexts, such as political ones.  There are also some very old problems about aesthetic values -- whether there are such things at all and whether, if there are, they have an ‘autonomy’ with respect to moral values or are only a species of moral value or a special way of representing moral value.  Most discussions of the objectivity of value take it for granted that when we talk about ‘value’ we have to mean moral value, or at least that if there are any values at all, there are moral values. I think this is a mistake, and that metaethics would benefit from greater attention to challenges that have been brought against specifically moral values by thinkers such as Marx and Nietzsche. See  the next essay in this collection.  





� See Simon Blackburn, Spreading the Word (Oxford: Clarendon, 1984) for one influential attempt to do this. For a reply on behalf of a naturalistic verson of realism, see Nicholas Sturgeon, “What Difference Does It Make if Moral Realism Is True?" Southern Journal of Philosophy 24 (1986).





� One important text in the history of philosophy from which one might get this picture is Kant, Critique of Pure Reason (KrV A547-558/B575-586).  


� Of course, in many cases when we act for reasons, we do so habitually and unreflectively. When I am driving a car, for instance, and signal before making a left turn, I signal for a reason, but I do not stop and think: “Now I am going to turn left, so I have to pull down the lever to the left of the steering wheel in order to signal.” Even the decision to turn left is probably made unreflectively, though it may also be made for good reasons. But not all our behavior as rational agents is of this kind.  Sometimes we are confronted with situations in which we must reflect on the reasons we have if we are to act on them. This happens whenever we are faced with competing reasons for alternative courses of action, and also when we are tempted to depart from the practical course we know we have the best reasons to follow.





� By this I do not mean that a satisfactory justification is to be identified merely with what in fact satisfies some person or some community. Authoritarian practices of justification -- those that regard some actual authority figure, or some de facto consensus of opinion as definitive of what is right – may exist at certain times and places, but they are not what we have to think of as genuine justification, and in fact they are not what critically minded people ever think of as definitive of it. But asking ourselves for justifications, and answering ourselves, is always an internalization or an extension of answering someone else’s questions. We aren’t content with the reasons we think we have, or at least we shouldn’t be, unless we think that they would satisfy someone else who understood our problem, or at least that they should satisfy such a person. 





� For one influential account of the distinction between agent-neutral and agent-relative reasons, see Thomas Nagel, The View from Nowhere (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986).  The distinction was introduced earlier by Nagel (using the term “subjective” and “objective”) in The Possibility of Altruism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970). The terms “agent-neutral” and “agent-relative” were introduced by Derek Parfit, Reasons and Persons (Oxford: Clarendon, 1984). As Parfit uses it, reasons are agent-relative if they have different normative force for different agents – giving me, for instance, an agent-relative reason to value my happiness that you do not have for valuing my happiness. It is true that sometimes I have reasons for doing something that other people do not have, owing to my particular circumstances, or resources, or the ends I have set. (This seems to be Parfit’s main point, and I don’t dispute it). In the course of drawing the distinction, Parfit says that if all reasons were agent-neutral, then it would never be rational for people to have incompatible or conflicting aims. This is true enough, but it does not follow that agent-relative reasons do not ultimately rest on agent-neutral ones. For a Kantian, who believes that we are all bound by the laws of a realm of ends (a system of ends in which all the ends of rational beings form a harmonious unity), it is entirely correct to say it can never be rational for there to be an ultimate conflict between human aims. It is rational for our aims to conflict only to the extent that the conflict rests on a more fundamental unity. Thus when you and I play a game of chess, we each seek to win, and our aims conflict; but if our play is to be compatible with the laws of a realm of ends, this conflict must rest on a more fundamental aim which is the same – for instance, the aim of our both enjoying the game, or of perfecting human skill in playing chess. In this sense, a Kantian must hold that although there may be agent-relative reasons, all genuine reasons (even these agent-relative ones) must rest ultimately on agent-neutral reasons. 





  


� There is a more moderate view which, while not trying to be reductive in the way here described, takes reasons for action to be supplied by desires. The arguments to follow, however, seem to me to cast serious doubt on the moderate view as well as the reductive one. 





� The term “motivated desire” is drawn from Thomas Nagel, The Possibility of Altruism, p. 29. 





� Much the same goes for pleasures and pains. Some standard empiricist accounts try to reduce all reasons to subjective sensory states, such as pleasure and pain, taking the quest for reasons to end always in the fact that it self-explanatory why we should seek the former and shun the latter. The idea that all reasons reduce to a desire to seek pleasure or avoid pain is so obviously oversimple that it practically wears on its face that it is motivated by some misguided reductionistic philosophical theory. Some sensory states are such that we intrinsically seek them or avoid them, and unless we are in a situation where the pleasure is not “worth it” or the pain is “worth it” (as measured by other kinds of reasons), we take this to be a sufficient reason to seek the one and shun the other. If someone says that he tortures kittens because he finds it “pleasant,” or avoids all sexual encounters because he finds them “painful”, we do not accept these statements as putting a self-evident end to the inquiry into the reasons for, or the rational justifiability of, his conduct.  Pleasures and pains themselves can be reasonable or unreasonable, as reflecting desires or tastes that are reasonable or unreasonable. They can be symptoms of conditions in a person that there is good reason for the person to alter. Philosophers such as Aristotle take being pleased and pained by the right things as a sign of virtue, and taking pleasure or suffering pain in the wrong things as a sign of vice. We typically enjoy doing something because we already value it for good reasons other than the pleasure it brings; our enjoyment of it is then merely the subjective expression and confirmation, on our sensory side, of this valuation. When pleasures do not have this relation to other values, it is unreasonable to give the enjoyment of them a very high priority in our lives. We usually avoid pain in part because it is a kind of harm to us, and we have reason to avoid harms not only when they are painful but even when they may be pleasant. Derek Parfit has suggested to me that the felt character of intense pains by itself gives us a reason to avoid them (he doubts, I think correctly, that the same holds for pleasures – even intense ones – and reasons to seek them). Even if Parfit is right about intense pains, this is still a case where the desire to avoid the pains rests on a reason (namely, their felt character). It is not a case where a brute desire, unmotivated by a reason, counts as a reason for doing something.





� This saying is quoted by Kant (KpV 5:59). It is contradicted, with the more or less open intent of rendering human actions mechanistically explainable by reducing reasons to desires, by Hobbes, Leviathan, 1.6 ed, E, M Curley (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994), pp. 28-29 and Spinoza, Ethics 3p9s, E. M. Curley (ed.) Spinoza, Collected Works (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), 1:500. Some desires (such as, perhaps, the desire to go out on a miserable night to see a bad film) tend to go away when they are recognized to be unreasonable, while others (such as hunger, or sexual desire, or the addict’s craving for nicotine or alcohol) usually do not.  This fact sometimes bears on rational deliberation about what to do about our desires, but it does not always bear in the same way. But there is no simple relationship between the reason-independent strength of a desire and the reasonableness of including its satisfaction among the ends we choose to pursue. Sometimes desires do not go away because, although it may be unreasonable to satisfy them under the circumstances, they are in general healthy, and good to have. Others may not go away precisely because they are bad, dangerous and harmful to us. Which desires we ought to cultivate and satisfy depends on the kinds of reasons there are for having and satisfying them. Some of these reasons themselves arise from unmotivated desires and some do not.  Hence there is no way of reducing the strength of reasons to the strength of reason-independent desires.





� Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers (London: Loeb, 1925) IX, 62.





� Hume, Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, in David Hume: Enquiries, Third Edition, edited by L. A. Selby-Bigge, revised by P. H. Nidditch (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975), p. 160.





� Sextus Empiricus appears to hold that it is possible (and desirable) to hold no beliefs and do no actions for reasons. Skeptical arguments are therefore not to be viewed as reasons for holding beliefs, but rather simply as therapeutic causes, bringing about in us a total suspension of all beliefs. But he seems to think that it is consistent with this to live “according to nature and custom” – in effect, to do what you would have done if you had never thought about reasons for believing or doing anything (see Sextus Empiricus, Selections from the Major Writings on Skepticism, Man and God, tr. Sanford G. Etheridge, ed. Phillip P. Hallie (Indianapolis: Hackett: 1985), pp. 79-86, 98). But this is not the way that beings like us could ever behave. In order to do as Sextus bids, we would have to be unconscious, or at any rate lose our capacity to deliberate, so that our behavior is prompted solely by blind instincts and never by anything like choices. This, however, is precisely the one option we do not have. See Myles Burnyeat, “Can the Skeptic live his skepticism?” in M. Frede and M. Burnyeat (eds.), The Original Skeptics: A Controversy (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997). More modest forms of skepticism, of course, are still self-consistent. It is quite consistent to say, for instance, that no belief can ever be certain or fully justified. The skeptic can then self-consistently say that his own skepticism is doubtful and not fully justified. Above all, it is perfectly all right to present the skeptical arguments on both sides of every question, leaving us to judge whether they are exactly equal, and if they are, to be perplexed by them and figure out what to do on the basis of them. For this still treats the reasons as reasons, and leaves us with the choice what to do on the basis of reasons.





� Lanier Anderson has pointed out to me that an argument somewhat similar to mine was presented several times by the neo-Kantian philosopher Heinrich Rickert. See Rickert, Die Grenzen der naturwissenschaftliche Begriffsbildung (1902) (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1929), pp. 673-696, “Vom System der Werte,” Logos 4 (1913), pp. 295-327,  System der Philosophie (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1921), pp. 112-145. I do not think Rickert’s argument is quite the same as mine. Rickert places less emphasis on the communicative presuppositions of value questions and does not admit, as I do, that there is a distinction to be drawn between the objectivity of values generally, which is a presupposition even of raising questions about the objectivity of values, and the objectivity of certain specific values (e.g. moral values),which depends on a more specific (and possibly controversial) vision of our questioning and communicative situation.   But I accept that there are resemblances between Rickert’s position and mine.


� In this paper I am not defending any particular account of the ontological status of values. Some think that value properties are natural properties (for instance, those constellations or clusters of natural properties that correspond to reasons for acting), while others more platonistically think they are nonnatural properties, like mathematical properties, that are real and play a role in our cognition but do not interact causally with objects in the natural world. I am more inclined myself to the former sort of view than the latter, but I think it is important to make the point that one can have decisive reasons for being a realist without having to take any definite position on questions about the ontological status of values. 





� To this extent, the position I am arguing for a ‘compatibilist’ position on the issue of free will and determinism. I do hold that regarding ourselves as ‘free’ in the sense appropriate to genuine agency is compatible with regarding ourselves as part of the order of nature and subject to whatever natural causality obtains there. But ’compatibilism’ as it is often defended comes in a variety of shades, some of them involving views about causality, and also about agency, that I find very uncongenial (or even incoherent).  I think that many philosophers who consider themselves compatibilists tend to underestimate both the metaphysical demands required by free agency and also the modifications that need to be made in traditional conceptions of natural causality in order to account for free agency.  In order to integrate free action into our theory of nature, we probably have to follow Leibniz in admitting causes that “incline without necessitating,” and Locke in ascribing to free agents causal powers that can be exercised either by doing something or by not doing the same thing. Leibniz and Locke are both usually described as compatibilists. But some self-described ‘compatibilists’, with whom I have argued concerning these two points, think my position on these points is more ‘incompatibilist’ than ‘compatibilist’. So out of deference to their feelings I hesitate to use either term to characterize my view. 





� This kind of view is found many places, for instance in Gilbert Harman, The Nature of Morality (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977).  Harman’s challenge to realism based on the explanatory redundancy of objective values has been challenged by Nicholas Sturgeon, “Moral Explanations,” in D. Copp and D. Zimmerman (eds.) Morality, Reason and Truth (Totowa, NJ: Rowman and Allanheld, 1984).  Probably the most sophisticated version of naturalistic antirealism is the speculative Darwinian version presented by Allan Gibbard, Wise Choices, Apt Feelings (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1990). 





� Some who are ‘naturalists’ in this second or narrower sense are realists about value, because they take values to be those properties which relate to desires in the right way. Two somewhat different versions of naturalistic realism about value can be found in Richard Boyd, “How to Be a Moral Realist” in Geoffrey Sayre-McCord (ed)., Essays in Moral Realism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988) and Peter Railton, “Aesthetic Value, Moral Value, and the Ambitions of Naturalism,” in Jerrold Levinson (ed..),  Aesthetics and Ethics: Essays at the Intersection (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 1998). While I agree with their realism, I do not think their naturalism yields the right kind of realism because in the end it reduces to saying that the sole, sufficient and unconditional reason we have for valuing something is simply that we desire it.  But for reasons I have already tried to give, this is never a sole, sufficient and unconditional reason for valuing anything.  A variant of this kind of naturalism holds that something is valuable if all human beings in fact desire it. But the plausibility of this position varies greatly depending on what we take to be universally desired by all human beings. Sometimes, of course, the fact (if it is a fact) that all human beings naturally have a certain desire (for example, a desire for happiness or a desire for the affection of other human beings) can be part of the reason why the desire should be satisfied. But the whole reason must consist in a picture of the objective human good, in the context of which this natural or universal desire is seen as expressive of that good. Where a universal  natural desire conflicts with the good, its naturalness and universality do not at all tend to show that its satisfaction is good. Suppose, for instance (what some have thought is actually the case), that all human beings naturally desire not to live on equal terms with other human beings but desire to exercise dominion over as many other human beings as they can and to avoid being on merely equal terms with anyone.  If, however we also suppose (what I actually I believe to be the case) that it is objectively bad for human beings for one to dominate another, and objectively good for human beings to live on equal terms with one another, with no relations of domination and subordination obtaining among them, then the fact that all human beings naturally desire to dominate others does not entail that there is anything valuable at all about dominating other human beings. On the contrary, what this would show is that all human beings have good reason to resist their natural desire to dominate other human beings and to set up social arrangements in which it is impossible for people to fulfill this natural desire. 





� There are many grounds for doubting many of the claims that people make about values, and even about whole categories of values, such as moral or aesthetic values.  People notoriously disagree about questions of value at all levels, both individually and across cultures. Such widespread and seemingly endless disagreement easily leads to the thought that no one really knows what they are talking about, which may be extended to the thought that perhaps all sides are laboring under some kind of pervasive illusion.  Many of what people propose as objective judgments about values held on rational grounds are easily seen as self-serving declarations made in the course of strategic maneuvering. Other such judgments can be interpreted, with greater or lesser difficulty and plausibility, as symptoms of irrational psychological disorders or the pernicious effects of social ideologies. Nothing I have said so far should be taken as agreeing or disagreeing with such theories, or with any of the grounds on which people challenge the specific claims about value that others make. What I have been arguing so far is quite consistent with the thesis that all claims about moral or aesthetic value are bogus and illusory, and that all of what are offered as moral reasons for doing things are not genuine reasons at all but only false rationalizations, which should not be taken at face value but diagnosed as either neurotic delusions or tactical ploys in a game of social power. What my argument so far does attempt to exclude, however, is the tenability of holding an antirealism about value: the position that all possible claims about value are false or nonsensical, and that there are no genuine reasons of any kind for believing or doing anything whatever.  For all such positions necessarily refute themselves as soon as they are represented by their proponents as being held on good grounds or as being something others should come to hold on good grounds. In fact, antirealism about value would directly undermine all particular critiques of value claims, based on intersubjective or cross-cultural disagreement, on psychological theories or on social theories. For antirealism is committed to the position that there can never be any good reasons for believing, asserting or acting in accordance with any of those arguments or theories – in fact, that there could never be any reason for holding antirealism about value itself.  There would, to be sure, be no incoherence in simply asserting antirealism, perhaps not even in believing it, or attempting to bring about belief in it in others. But an antirealist could never represent herself as holding antirealism for any reasons, or represent herself as offering to others reasons for adopting antirealism on the basis of which these others would be justified in holding antirealism. For antirealism itself denies even the possibility of such reasons, hence the possibility of discovering or having them, or communicating them to others.





� The Enlightenment vision begins with Descartes. In Descartes’ Meditations, the meditator appears to have abstracted himself from every form of human community – to be merely an isolated individual human being, or even (as it turns out) a single disembodied mind, considering its metaphysical beliefs completely solipsistically.  But this appearance is deceptive.  For the point of the Meditations is to invite each of us to think about the fundamental questions of philosophy from an entirely universal standpoint. The basic idea of the Meditations is that each of us, any of us, should be capable of occupying the standpoint of the meditator. Descartes’ vision of rational inquiry as involving a universal community of rational inquirers all treating one another with equal respect, is expressed boldly, yet ironically, in the humorous opening sentence of the Discourse on Method: “Good sense is the best apportioned thing in the world: for each thinks he has been so well provided with it that even those who are hard to content in all other things are not accustomed to desire more of it than they have” (Descartes, Discourse on Method, Oeuvres, ed. Adam and Tannery (Paris: Vrin, 1965), 6:2). The point is that none of us can approach rational deliberation in common with others on the assumption that the other will defer to our good sense, or suppose that our arguments, just because they are ours, are more worthy of belief than any other person’s. The rules governing rational discussion is that all in common are seeking for the objective truth, each with a fundamental respect for his own rational powers; everyone’s viewpoint is to be considered, no one’s excluded; and the endless quest after objective truth is the quest for an ideal agreement between all rational agents where each is convinced by the objective reasons. These same three rules were later formulated by the greatest of all Enlightenment philosophers, Immanuel Kant:


Think for yourself.


Think from the standpoint of everyone else.


Think consistently. (Critique of the Power of Judgment, 5:294-295; cf.  7:200, 228-229, 9:57). 


� It would be valid, of course, to argue against a doctrine that its correct and consequent application would result in wrongdoing – assuming we agree on what ‘wrongdoing’ consists in. But that case will of course be impossible to make out clearly in the case of any philosophical doctrine that is true, since it is trivial that no doctrine would advocate anything that counts as ‘wrongdoing’ by its own lights, and if the doctrine is assumed to be true, then only what it counts as wrongdoing really is wrongdoing.   Sometimes, as a matter of political tactics, an authentic cosmopolitanism must support some ‘particularist’ claims of oppressed peoples, as the only possible way of  gaining recognition for their human dignity and defending them against oppression. Cosmopolitan principles, in fact, represent the only way of reasonably distinguishing between unjust claims on behalf of particular groups and proper, legitimate claims. But even with the latter there is also cosmopolitan way of defending the rightful claims of different cultures and particular human identities, which is the right way, and contrasts sharply with the fascist tendencies found among some defenders of  so-called ‘identity politics’.  





� It is a nice question how far epistemic reasons overlap with or are interdependent on practical reasons of various kinds. ‘Pragmatic’ theories of epistemic justification seem to want us to guide the formation of our beliefs by instrumental or prudential considerations. Some people (myself included) think it is morally wrong to believe anything on insufficient evidence. But this position is controversial, and it assumes that there is such a thing as the purely epistemic justification of beliefs, since the claim is that having such a justification is a necessary condition for being morally justified in holding the belief. And I do think that epistemic reasons for believing, disbelieving, doubting and so on are to some extent distinct from moral reasons. 


As for reasons for action, we can understand reasons for action as being fundamentally of three kinds. First, as agents capable of seeing states of affairs as having objective value, we understand the production of those states of affairs as having value for us in action. Therefore, we must recognize the principle that if we have decided that a state of affairs is to be brought about as an end, then we ought to seek a set of means  to this end, and if possible perform some set of actions making it likely that we will attain this end. This is the basis of instrumental reasoning.  Notice that this basis is not solely, or even primarily, the value of the states of affairs we take as ends; it is rather the value we place on ourselves as rational agents, who have reason to plan for and carry out the creation of states of affairs they find to be valuable as ends.  But instrumental reasoning is not selfish; it gives no one’s ends any priority over anyone else’s, but demands only rational means to whatever ends we have set.


Second, as rational agents capable of weighing and co-ordinating the objects of our rational desire, we ought to form a comprehensive idea of the ends we pursue, taking into account the priority among these ends and also the availability of means to them.  This is the idea of the happiness of an individual, or a group, or a community, or of all rational (and even non-rational) beings taken together, insofar as they are thought of as having a good, or interests or well-being. The principle here is that whenever some individual or collective is under consideration, we ought to pursue its happiness, and prefer that happiness to any of its more particular, limited or temporary aims that might conflict with or threaten that happiness. This principle is the basis of all prudential reasoning.  Prudential reasoning is not reasoning about means to ends, but reasoning about ends.  The basis of prudential reasoning, however,  is not solely, or even primarily, the value of happiness. It is instead the value of the rational beings themselves (whether considered individually or collectively) whose happiness has value because they have fundamental and primary value. Prudential reasoning is not essentially selfish. It concerns the happiness of any individual or collective whose interests we are considering. 


Finally, as rational agents we are capable of weighing reasons and values unconditionally, and deciding what to do without having to presuppose any end, or set of ends, or any desire, as the starting point of our deliberations. The only value from which we cannot abstract is the value of the capacity to weigh reasons itself, which we find in ourselves, but also equally in every other member of the universal community of rational agents.  This is the basis of moral reasoning. Its principle is to treat all rational agents as having an objective value that is fundamental, supreme and equal. 


          It is solely through this moral value that happiness acquires its value, and the principle of prudence becomes binding on us; it is likewise solely through the value of happiness that more limited ends, and hence the means to them, acquire their value. Therefore, the three species of practical reasoning stand in a definite order of priority. Moral reasoning takes precedence over, and governs, prudential reasoning, and prudential reasoning takes precedence over, and governs, instrumental reasoning.  


The common dogma that all practical reason is instrumental is based on the false idea that all reason must begin with desire (for an end) and that the role of reason is merely to supply the means to the end. But apart from our conception of ourselves as capable of setting ends, and as having reasons to pursue the ends we set, there would be no reason for us to take the means to our ends apart from the momentary desire we might feel to perform the actions that count as those means. However, an agent who always felt that desire, apart from any reason to feel it, would not need instrumental reason. An agent needs instrumental reason at all only insofar as it must create in itself a desire to employ the means it realizes are necessary for its end. It creates this desire through its awareness of its value as a rational agent, and the consequent objective value of the ends it has set for good reasons.





� Hume, “The Standard of Taste”, in S. Copley and A. Edgar (eds.), David Hume: Selected Essays (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993). 





� This is what Kant calls our “empirical interest” in the beautiful. See Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, §41 (KU 5:296-298).


� The present version of this paper has benefited from the  thoughtful and perceptive comments of Derek Parfit.








