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This is not a book about what other people think: it is meant as a stand- 
alone argument. It would have been longer and less readable if packed with 
responses, distinctions, and anticipated objections. But, as an anonymous 
reader for the Harvard University Press pointed out, it would weaken the ar-
gument not to notice the great variety of prominent theories in the several 
fi elds the book touches. I compromised by discussing the work of contempo-
rary phi los o phers in several extended endnotes spread throughout the book. 
I hope this strategy makes it easier for readers to decide which parts of my 
argument they wish to locate in the contemporary professional literature. 
Nevertheless, it proved necessary to anticipate objections more fully in some 
parts of the text— particularly in Chapter 3, which examines rival positions 
in greater detail. Readers who are already persuaded that moral skepticism 
is itself a substantive moral position will not need to linger over those argu-
ments. Chapter 1 provides a road map of the entire argument and, at the risk 
of repetition, I have included several interim summaries in the text.

I have been fortunate in attracting critics in the past, and I hope this book 
will be criticized as powerfully as past books have been. I propose to capitalize 
on technology by establishing a Web page for my responses and corrections, 
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 www .justiceforhedgehogs .net. I cannot promise to post or to respond to all 
comments, but I will do my best to make additions and corrections that seem 
called for.

Acknowledging all the help I have had in writing this book is close to the 
hardest part of writing it. Th ree anonymous readers for the Press made a host of 
valuable suggestions. Th e Boston University Law School sponsored a confer-
ence of some thirty papers, or ga nized by James Fleming, to discuss an earlier 
version of the manuscript. I am unboundedly grateful for that conference; I 
learned a great deal from the papers that I believe has much improved the 
book. (I acknowledge, in endnotes, several passages that I changed in response 
to criticism off ered there.) Th e conference papers are published, together with 
my response to many of them, in Symposium: Justice for Hedgehogs: A Conference 
on Ronald Dworkin’s Forthcoming Book (special issue), Boston University Law 
Review 90, no. 2 (April 2010). Sarah Kitchell, that review’s Editor- in- Chief, 
did an excellent job of editing the collection and making it available to me as 
quickly as possible. I have not been able to include the bulk of my responses in 
this book, however, so readers might fi nd it helpful to consult that issue.

Colleagues have been unusually generous. Kit Fine read the discussion of 
truth in Chapter 8, Terence Irwin the discussion of Plato and Aristotle in 
Chapter 9, Barbara Hermann the material on Kant in Chapter 11, Th omas 
Scanlon the section on promising in Chapter 14, Samuel Freeman the discus-
sions of his own work and that of John Rawls in various parts of the book, and 
Th omas Nagel the many discussions of his views throughout the book. 
Simon Blackburn and David Wiggins commented helpfully on drafts of my 
endnote discussions of their opinions. Sharon Street generously discussed her 
arguments against moral objectivity discussed in the endnotes to Chapter 4. 
Stephen Guest read the entire manuscript and off ered a great many valuable 
suggestions and corrections. Charles Fried taught a seminar based on the 
manuscript at the Harvard Law School and shared his and his students’ very 
helpful reactions to it. Michael Smith corresponded with me in further dis-
cussion of the issues raised in his Boston University Law Review piece. Kevin 
Davis and Liam Murphy argued with me about promising. I benefi ted greatly 
from discussion of several chapters in the New York University Colloquium 
on Legal, Po liti cal and Social Philosophy, and in a similar Colloquium, or ga-
nized by Mark Greenberg and Seana Shiff rin, at the UCLA Law School. 
Drucilla Cornell and Nick Friedman reviewed the manuscript extensively 
in their forthcoming article “Th e Signifi cance of Dworkin’s Non- Positivist 
Jurisprudence for Law in the Post- Colony.”
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I am grateful to the NYU Filomen D’Agostino Foundation for grants en-
abling me to work on the book during summers. I am grateful to the NYU 
Law School, also, for its research support program that allowed me to hire a 
string of excellent research assistants. Th ose who worked on substantial por-
tions of the book include Mihailis Diamantis, Melis Erdur, Alex Guerrero, 
Hyunseop Kim, Karl Schafer, Jeff  Sebo, and Jonathan Simon. Jeff  Sebo re-
viewed substantially the entire manuscript and off ered very valuable critical 
comments. Th ese assistants, collectively, provided almost all the endnote ci-
tations, a contribution for which I am particularly grateful. Irene Brendel 
made many perceptive contributions to the discussion of interpretation. La-
vinia Barbu, the most exceptional assistant I know, has been invaluable in a 
thousand ways. One more, rather diff erent, ac know ledg ment. It has been my 
unmatched good fortune to have as my closest friends three of the greatest phi-
los o phers of our time: Th omas Nagel, Th omas Scanlon, and the late Bernard 
Williams. Th eir impact on this book is most quickly demonstrated by its in-
dex, but I hope it is evident in every page as well.
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1

Baedeker

Foxes and Hedgehogs

Th is book defends a large and old philosophical thesis: the unity of value. It 
is not a plea for animal rights or for punishing greedy fund managers. Its title 
refers to a line by an ancient Greek poet, Archilochus, that Isaiah Berlin 
made famous for us. Th e fox knows many things, but the hedgehog knows 
one big thing. Value is one big thing. Th e truth about living well and being 
good and what is wonderful is not only coherent but mutually supporting: 
what we think about any one of these must stand up, eventually, to any argu-
ment we fi nd compelling about the rest. I try to illustrate the unity of at least 
ethical and moral values: I describe a theory of what living well is like and 
what, if we want to live well, we must do for, and not do to, other people.

Th at idea— that ethical and moral values depend on one another— is a 
creed; it proposes a way to live. But it is also a large and complex philosophi-
cal theory. Intellectual responsibility about value is itself an important value, 
and we must therefore take up a broad variety of philosophical issues that 
are not normally treated in the same book. We discuss in diff erent chapters 
the metaphysics of value, the character of truth, the nature of interpretation, the 
conditions of genuine agreement and disagreement, the phenomenon of 
moral responsibility, and the so- called problem of free will as well as more 
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traditional issues of ethical, moral, and legal theory. My overall thesis is 
unpop u lar now— the fox has ruled the roost in academic and literary phi-
losophy for many de cades, particularly in the Anglo- American tradition. 
Hedgehogs seem naïve or charlatans, perhaps even dangerous. I shall try to 
identify the roots of that pop u lar attitude, the assumptions that account for 
these suspicions. In this introductory chapter I off er a road map of the argu-
ment to come that shows what I take those roots to be.

My advance summary could start in any chapter, fanning out from there, 
tracing the implications of that chapter for the rest. But I think it best to start 
at the end of the book, with po liti cal morality and justice, so that readers 
particularly interested in politics will have an advance understanding of why 
I think that the more abstract philosophical discussions of the book are re-
quired steps to what concerns them most. I hope that starting the summary 
there will also encourage other readers whose greater interest lies in more 
mainstream issues of philosophy—meta- ethics, metaphysics, and meaning—
to fi nd practical importance in what they might believe to be abstruse philo-
sophical issues.

Justice

Equality.  No government is legitimate unless it subscribes to two reigning 
principles. First, it must show equal concern for the fate of every person over 
whom it claims dominion. Second, it must respect fully the responsibility 
and right of each person to decide for himself how to make something valu-
able of his life. Th ese guiding principles place boundaries around acceptable 
theories of distributive justice— theories that stipulate the resources and op-
portunities a government should make available to people it governs. I put 
the matter that way, in terms of what governments should do, because any 
distribution is the consequence of offi  cial law and policy: there is no po liti-
cally neutral distribution. Given any combination of personal qualities of 
talent, personality, and luck, what a person will have by way of resource and 
opportunity will depend on the laws in place where he is governed. So every 
distribution must be justifi ed by showing how what government has done 
respects these two fundamental principles of equal concern for fate and full 
respect for responsibility.

A laissez- faire po liti cal economy leaves unchanged the consequences of a 
free market in which people buy and sell their product and labor as they wish 
and can. Th at does not show equal concern for everyone. Anyone impover-
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ished through that system is entitled to ask: “Th ere are other, more regula-
tory and redistributive, sets of laws that would put me in a better position. 
How can government claim that this system shows equal concern for me?” It 
is no answer that people must take responsibility for their own fate. People 
are not responsible for much of what determines their place in such an econ-
omy. Th ey are not responsible for their ge ne tic endowment and innate talent. 
Th ey are not responsible for the good and bad luck they have throughout 
their lives. Th ere is nothing in the second principle, about personal responsi-
bility, that would entitle government to adopt such a posture.

Suppose government makes the extreme opposite choice, however: to 
make wealth equal no matter what choices people made for themselves. Ev-
ery few years, as would be possible in a Monopoly game, government calls in 
everyone’s wealth and redistributes it in equal shares. Th at would fail to re-
spect people’s responsibility to make something of their own lives, because 
what people chose to do— their choices about work or recreation and about 
saving or investment— would then have no personal consequences. People 
are not responsible unless they make choices with an eye to the costs to others 
of the choices that they make. If I spend my life at leisure, or work at a job 
that does not produce as much as I could of what other people need or want, 
then I should take responsibility for the cost this choice imposes: I should 
have less in consequence.

Th e question of distributive justice therefore calls for a solution to simul-
taneous equations. We must try to fi nd a solution that respects both the 
reigning principles of equal concern and personal responsibility, and we must 
try to do this in a way that compromises neither principle but rather fi nds 
attractive conceptions of each that fully satisfy both. Th at is the goal of the 
fi nal part of this book.  Here is a fanciful illustration of a solution. Imagine an 
initial auction of all available resources in which everyone starts with the 
same number of bidding chips. Th e auction lasts a very long time, and will be 
repeated as long as anyone wishes. It must end in a situation in which nobody 
envies anybody  else’s bundle of resources; for that reason the distribution 
of resources that results treats everyone with equal concern. Th en imagine a 
further auction in which these people design and choose comprehensive in-
surance policies, paying the premium the market establishes for the coverage 
each chooses. Th at auction does not eliminate the consequences of good or 
bad luck, but it makes people responsible for their own risk management.

We can use that fanciful model to defend real- life distributive structures. 
We can design tax systems to model these imaginary markets: we can set tax 
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rates, for instance, to mimic the premiums it seems reasonable to assume 
people would pay in the hypothetical insurance market. Th e rates of tax de-
signed in that way would be fairly steeply progressive; more so than our tax 
rates at present. We can design a health care system mimicking the coverage 
it seems reasonable to assume people would seek: this would require universal 
health care. But it would not justify spending, as Medicare now does, enor-
mous sums keeping people alive in the last few months of their lives, because 
it would make no sense for people to give up funds useful for the rest of their 
lives to pay the very high premiums required by that sort of coverage.

Liberty.  Justice requires a theory of liberty as well as a theory of resource 
equality, and we must be aware, in constructing that theory, of the danger 
that liberty and equality will confl ict. It was Isaiah Berlin’s claim that such 
confl ict is inevitable. I argue, in Chapter 17, for a theory of liberty that elimi-
nates that danger. I distinguish your freedom, which is simply your ability to 
do anything you might want to do without government constraint, from 
your liberty, which is that part of your freedom that government would do 
wrong to constrain. I do not endorse any general right to freedom. I argue, 
instead, for rights to liberty that rest on diff erent bases. People have a right to 
ethical in de pen dence that follows from the principle of personal responsi-
bility. Th ey have rights, including rights to free speech, that are required by 
their more general right to govern themselves, which right also fl ows from 
personal responsibility. Th ey have rights, including rights to due pro cess of 
law and freedom of property, that follow from their right to equal concern.

Th is scheme for liberty rules out genuine confl ict with the conception of 
equality just described because the two conceptions are thoroughly integrated: 
each depends on the same solution to the simultaneous equation problem. 
You cannot determine what liberty requires without also deciding what dis-
tribution of property and opportunity shows equal concern for all. Th e pop-
u lar view that taxation invades liberty is false on this account provided that 
what government takes from you can be justifi ed on moral grounds so that it 
does not take from you what you are entitled to retain. A theory of liberty is 
in that way embedded in a much more general po liti cal morality and draws 
from the other parts of that theory. Th e alleged confl ict between liberty and 
equality disappears.

Democracy.  But there is another supposed confl ict among our po liti cal val-
ues. Th is is the confl ict between equality and liberty, on the one hand, and 
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the right to participate as an equal in one’s own governance, on the other. 
Po liti cal theorists sometimes call the latter a right to positive liberty and sup-
pose that that right may confl ict with negative liberty— the rights to freedom 
from government I just described— and also with the right to a just distribu-
tion of resources. Th e confl ict is realized, on this view, when a majority votes 
for an unjust tax scheme or a denial of important liberties. I respond to that 
claim of confl ict by distinguishing various conceptions of democracy. I dis-
tinguish a majoritarian or statistical conception from what I call the partner-
ship conception. Th e latter holds that in a genuinely demo cratic community 
each citizen participates as an equal partner, which means more than just 
that he has an equal vote. It means that he has an equal voice and an equal 
stake in the result. On that conception, which I defend, democracy itself re-
quires the protection of just those individual rights to justice and liberty that 
democracy is sometimes said to threaten.

Law.  Po liti cal phi los o phers insist on yet another confl ict among po liti cal 
values: the confl ict between justice and law. Nothing guarantees that our 
laws will be just; when they are unjust, offi  cials and citizens may be required, 
by the rule of law, to compromise what justice requires. In Chapter 19 I speak 
to that confl ict: I describe a conception of law that takes it to be not a rival 
system of rules that might confl ict with morality but as itself a branch of mo-
rality. It is necessary, to make that suggestion plausible, to emphasize what 
might be called procedural justice, the morality of fair governance as well as 
just outcome. It is also necessary to understand morality in general as having 
a tree structure: law is a branch of po liti cal morality, which is itself a branch 
of a more general personal morality, which is in turn a branch of a yet more 
general theory of what it is to live well.

You will by now have formed a suspicion. Poseidon had a son, Procrustes, 
who had a bed; he suited his guests to his bed by stretching or lopping them 
until they fi t. You might well think me Procrustes, stretching and lopping 
conceptions of the great po liti cal virtues so that they neatly fi t one another. 
I would then be achieving unity on the cheap: a meaningless victory. But I 
mean to submit each of the po liti cal conceptions I describe to the test of con-
viction. I will not rely on any assumption that a theory is sound just because 
it fi ts with other theories we also fi nd agreeable. I hope to develop integrated 
conceptions that all seem right in themselves, at least after refl ection. I do 
make an in de pen dent and very powerful claim, however. I argue throughout 
the book that in po liti cal morality integration is a necessary condition of 
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truth. We do not secure fi nally persuasive conceptions of our several po liti cal 
values unless our conceptions do mesh. It is the fox who wins too easily: it is 
his apparent victory, now widely celebrated, that is hollow.

Interpretation

Th e fi rst step toward that important conclusion, about integration and truth, 
requires facing up to an immediate challenge. I sketched a series of claims 
about the true meaning of a variety of po liti cal concepts. How can I show that 
one conception of equality or liberty or democracy is right and rival concep-
tions wrong? We must pause to consider what po liti cal concepts are and how 
we might be said to agree or disagree about their application. If you and I 
mean something entirely diff erent by “democracy,” then our discussion about 
whether democracy requires that citizens have an equal stake is pointless: we 
are simply talking past one another. My claims about the best understand-
ing of the po liti cal virtues would then count only as statements about how 
I propose to use certain words. I could not claim that I am right and others 
wrong.

We must ask: When do people share a concept so that their agreements and 
disagreements are genuine? We share some concepts because we agree, except 
in cases we all regard as borderline, about what criteria to use in identifying 
examples. We mainly agree about how many books there are on a table, for 
example, because we use the same tests in answering that question. We don’t 
always agree because our criteria are sometimes slightly diff erent: we might dis-
agree because you count a large pamphlet as a book and I don’t. In that special 
borderline case our disagreement is illusory: we don’t really disagree. Justice 
and the other po liti cal concepts are diff erent, however. We think that our dis-
agreements about whether progressive taxation is just are genuine even though 
we disagree, in some cases very sharply, about the right criteria for deciding 
whether an institution is just.

We must therefore recognize that we share some of our concepts, includ-
ing the po liti cal concepts, in a diff erent way: they function for us as interpretive 
concepts. We share them because we share social practices and experiences in 
which these concepts fi gure. We take the concepts to describe values, but we 
disagree, sometimes to a marked degree, about what these values are and how 
they should be expressed. We disagree because we interpret the practices we 
share rather diff erently: we hold somewhat diff erent theories about which 
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values best justify what we accept as central or paradigm features of that 
practice. Th at structure makes our conceptual disagreements about liberty, 
equality, and the rest genuine. It also makes them value disagreements rather 
than disagreements of fact or disagreements about dictionary or standard 
meanings. Th at means that a defense of some par tic u lar conception of a po-
liti cal value like equality or liberty must draw on values beyond itself: it 
would be fl accidly circular to appeal to liberty to defend a conception of lib-
erty. So po liti cal concepts must be integrated with one another. We cannot 
defend a conception of any of them without showing how our conception fi ts 
with and into appealing conceptions of the others. Th at fact provides an im-
portant part of the case for the unity of value.

I describe interpretive concepts much more fully in Chapter 8. Chapter 7 
takes up a more basic set of questions about interpretation. We interpret in 
many genres beyond politics: in conversation, law, poetry, religion, history, 
sociology, and psychodynamics. Can we provide a general theory of interpre-
tation that holds for all these genres? We will better understand the standards 
that should govern our interpretation of the distinctly po liti cal concepts if we 
can. I describe a pop u lar general theory of interpretation: that it always aims 
to retrieve the intention or other psychological state of some author or creator. 
Th at theory is apt in some circumstances in some genres and inapt in others; 
we need a more general theory of interpretation that explains when and why 
the intention- retrieval goal is plausible. I suggest a value- based general theory. 
Interpreters have critical responsibilities, and the best interpretation of a law or 
a poem or an epoch is the interpretation that best realizes those responsibili-
ties on that occasion. Th e best interpretation of Yeats’s poem “Sailing to Byz-
antium” is the interpretation that deploys or assumes the best account of the 
value of interpreting poetry, and reads the poem so as to show its value in that 
light. But because interpreters disagree about their responsibilities, because 
they disagree about the value of interpreting poetry, they disagree about how 
to read that poem or any other object of interpretation.

Truth and Value

I argue, then, that po liti cal morality depends on interpretation and that in-
terpretation depends on value. It has become obvious by now, I suppose, that 
I believe that there are objective truths about value. I believe that some insti-
tutions really are unjust and some acts really are wrong no matter how many 
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people believe that they are not. Th e contrary view is now common, however. 
It seems absurd to a great many philosophers— and to a great many other 
people as well— to suppose that there are values “out there” in the universe 
awaiting discovery by human beings who have some mysterious faculty 
of value apprehension. We must understand value judgments, they say, in 
some wholly diff erent way. We must accept that there is no objective truth 
about value that is in de pen dent of the beliefs or attitudes of people who judge 
value: we must understand their claims about what is just or unjust, right or 
wrong, saintly or wicked, as simply expressions of their attitudes or emotions, 
or recommendations for others to follow, or personal commitments they un-
dertake, or proposed constructions of guides for their own lives.

Most of the phi los o phers who take this view do not think themselves pes-
simists or nihilists. On the contrary. Th ey suppose that we can live perfectly 
good lives— and intellectually more responsible lives— if we give up the 
myth of objective in de pen dent values and concede that our value judgments 
only express our attitudes and commitments. Th eir arguments and examples 
show that they have our private lives rather than our politics in mind, how-
ever. I think them wrong about private lives: I argue in Chapter 9 that our 
dignity requires us to recognize that whether we live well is not just a matter 
of whether we think we do. But they are even more plainly wrong about poli-
tics: it is our politics, more than any other aspect of our lives, that denies us 
the luxury of skepticism about value.

Politics is coercive: we cannot stand up to our responsibility as governors or 
citizens unless we suppose that the moral and other principles on which we act 
or vote are objectively true. It is not good enough for an offi  cial or voter to 
declare that the theory of justice on which he acts pleases him. Or that it ac-
curately expresses his emotions or attitudes or aptly states how he plans to live. 
Or that his po liti cal principles are drawn from his nation’s traditions and so 
need not claim larger truth. Any nation’s history and contemporary politics 
are a kaleidoscope of confl icting principle and shifting prejudice: any formula-
tion of the nation’s “traditions” must therefore be an interpretation that, as 
Chapter 7 argues, must be rooted in in de pen dent assumptions about what is 
really true. Of course, people will disagree about which conception of justice 
is really true. But those in power must believe that what they say is so. So the old 
phi los o phers’ question— Can moral judgments really be true?— is a founda-
tional, inescapable, question in po liti cal morality. We cannot defend a theory 
of justice without also defending, as part of the same enterprise, a theory of 
moral objectivity. It is irresponsible to try to do without such a theory.
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I must now summarize what might seem philosophically the most radical 
view I defend: the metaphysical in de pen dence of value. It is a familiar, per-
fectly ordinary idea that some acts— torturing babies for fun— are wrong in 
themselves, not just because people think them wrong. Th ey would still be 
wrong even if, incredibly, no one thought so. You might not believe that; some 
form of moral subjectivism might seem more plausible to you. But whether it 
is true is a matter of moral judgment and argument. Most moral phi los o phers 
think, on the contrary, that the idea of what they call “mind- independent” 
moral truth takes us outside morality into metaphysics, that it urges us to 
consider whether there are chimerical properties or entities “in the world” that 
are half moral— how  else could they make mind- independent moral 
claims true?— but also half nonmoral— how  else could they “ground” 
moral claims or make them objectively true? Th ey urge a colonial philosophy: 
setting up embassies and garrisons of science within value discourse to govern 
it properly.

Ordinary people sometimes express the idea that some acts are wrong in 
themselves by referring to moral “facts”: “It is a moral fact that torture is al-
ways wrong.” Trouble arrives, however, when phi los o phers make a meal of 
these innocent references by supposing them to make a further claim that 
adds something to the initial moral claim: something metaphysical about 
moral particles or properties— we might call these “morons.” Th ey therefore 
announce what I believe to be entirely bogus philosophical projects. Th ey say 
that moral philosophy must aim to “reconcile” the moral and the natural 
worlds. Or to align the “practical” perspective we take when living our lives 
with the “theoretical” perspective from which we study ourselves as part of 
nature. Or to show how we can be “in touch” with the chimeras or, if we 
cannot, what reason we could have to think our moral opinions sound rather 
than mere accidents. Th ese bogus questions and projects threaten puzzle-
ment on all sides. Self- described “realists” try to make good on the projects, 
sometimes by claiming mysterious interaction between morons and our-
selves. I discuss these attempts in Chapter 4. Self- described “anti- realists,” dis-
covering that there are no morons in “the world,” or that in any case we have no 
way to be “in touch” with them, declare we must make up values for ourselves, 
an entirely bizarre assignment. How can they be values if we can just make 
them up? I describe these eff orts in Chapter 3.

Each of these diff erent “realist” and “anti- realist” projects evaporates when 
we take the in de pen dence of value seriously. Th en there is no more need to 
“reconcile” a practical and a theoretical point of view than there is to reconcile 
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physical facts about a book or psychological facts about its author with an in-
terpretation of its poetry that ignores both. Th e only intelligible case for the 
“mind- independence” of some moral judgment is a moral argument showing 
that it would still be true even if no one thought it was; the only intelligible 
case against it is a moral argument for the opposite claim. In Chapter 6 I de-
scribe a theory of moral knowledge, responsibility, and confl ict, and in Chap-
ter 8 a theory of moral truth. Th ese theories are drawn from within morality— 
they are themselves moral judgments. Th at is what in de pen dence means in 
moral philosophy. It is a natural and entirely familiar view: it is how we think. 
Th ere is no noncircular argument against it. Th ere is no argument that does 
not presuppose rather than establish a demand for philosophical colonialism.

Phi los o phers who deny in de pen dence insist on a distinction between 
two branches of moral philosophy. Th ey distinguish between questions of 
morality— Does justice require universal health care?— and questions about 
morality— Can the claim that justice requires health care be true, or does 
it merely express an attitude? Th ey call the former questions “substantive” or 
“fi rst- order” questions and the latter “meta- ethical” or “second- order” ques-
tions. Th ey assume that addressing meta- ethical issues requires philosophical 
argument rather than moral judgment. Th ey then divide into the two camps 
I mentioned. Realists argue that the best nonmoral philosophical arguments 
show that moral judgment can indeed be objectively true, or are factual, or 
describe reality, or something of the sort. “Anti- realists” argue that the best ar-
guments show exactly the contrary, what ever the contrary is. (Recently other 
phi los o phers have speculated whether these two views really are diff erent and, 
if so, how to tell the diff erence.)

Th e in de pen dence of value plays an important role in the more general 
thesis of this book: that the various concepts and departments of value are 
interconnected and mutually supporting. Th e daunting phi los o phers’ ques-
tions I mentioned seem to encourage a foxy response. Where do values come 
from? Are they really “out there” in the universe, part of what fi nally just is? 
If we understand these as metaphysical questions about the fundamental 
character of reality rather than questions calling for moral or value judg-
ments, then we are well on the way to some important degree of pluralism 
about values. Suppose we think that values really are “out there” waiting to 
be perceived; that they are, in their own way, as brute as gasses and rocks. 
Th ere would be no reason to think that these brute values are always nicely 
knit together in the mutually accommodating way that hedgehogs imagine. 
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On the contrary, it would seem more plausible that values confl ict— as they 
certainly seem to do, for instance, when it would be an act of kindness to tell 
someone a lie or when the police can save some people from a terrible death 
only by torturing other people.

Th e contrary metaphysical opinion yields much the same result. We say: 
“It’s crazy to think that values are ‘out there’ waiting to be discovered. So there 
is nothing that can make a moral judgment true. We don’t fi nd our values; we 
invent them. Values are just tastes and distastes gilded with honorifi cs.” Th en 
it would seem even sillier to insist on some grand unity of our values. We can, 
and do, want a large variety of things, and we cannot have all of them at the 
same time, or indeed ever. If our values are only our desires glorifi ed, why 
shouldn’t they refl ect our undisciplined and contradictory greed?

On the other hand, if I am right that there are no nonevaluative, second- 
order, meta- ethical truths about value, then we cannot believe either that 
value judgments are true when they match special moral entities or that they 
cannot be true because there are no special entities for them to match. Value 
judgments are true, when they are true, not in virtue of any matching but in 
view of the substantive case that can be made for them. Th e moral realm is 
the realm of argument, not brute, raw fact. Th en it is not implausible— on the 
contrary— to suppose that there are no confl icts but only mutual support in 
that realm. Or, what comes to the same thing, that any confl icts we fi nd in-
tractable show not disunity but a more fundamental unity of value that pro-
duces these confl icts as substantive results. Th ose are the conclusions I defend 
in Chapters 5 and 6.

How shall we classify the in de pen dence thesis? In what philosophical 
pigeonhole does it rest? Is it a kind of moral realism? Or constructivism? Or 
even anti- realism? Is it itself a nonmoral metaphysical theory? Or a quietist or 
minimalist theory that just ignores rather than really escapes troublesome 
metaphysics? None of these labels fi ts exactly— or exactly  doesn’t fi t— because 
each is stained with the mistaken assumption that there are important 
philosophical questions about value that are not to be answered with value 
judgments. Please forget the pigeonholes as you read this book.

Responsibility

If, as I claim, a successful theory of justice is moral all the way down, then 
any sharp disagreement about justice is likely to survive all the way down as 
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well. Th ere is no neutral scientifi c or metaphysical plane on which we can 
stand fi nally to adjudicate which of diff erent views about equal concern or 
liberty or democracy or any other opinion about right or wrong or good or 
bad is the best or true one. Th at means that we must pay considerable atten-
tion to another important moral virtue: moral responsibility. Th ough we can-
not expect agreement from our fellow citizens, we can nevertheless demand 
responsibility from them. We must, therefore, develop a theory of responsi-
bility that has suffi  cient force so that we can say to people, “I disagree with 
you, but I recognize the integrity of your argument. I recognize your moral 
responsibility.” Or, “I agree with you, but you have not been responsible in 
forming your opinion. You’ve thrown a coin or believed what you’ve heard on 
a biased tele vi sion network. It’s only an accident that you’ve arrived at the 
truth.”

We might call a theory of moral responsibility by a grander name: we 
might call it a moral epistemology. We cannot be, in any causal way, “in 
touch” with moral truth. But we can nevertheless think well or badly about 
moral issues. What is good and bad thinking is itself a moral question, of 
course: a moral epistemology is part of substantive moral theory. We use part 
of our overall theory of value to check our reasoning in other parts. So we must 
be careful to keep that part of our theory suffi  ciently distinct from other 
parts to allow it to function as a check on the rest. I have already anticipated 
my main claim about moral reasoning in this advance summary: I argue, in 
Chapter 6, that moral reasoning must be interpretive.

Our moral judgments are interpretations of basic moral concepts, and we 
test those interpretations by placing them in a larger framework of value to 
see whether they fi t with and are supported by what we take to be the best 
conceptions of other concepts. We generalize, that is, the interpretive approach 
I described. We must take that approach to all our moral and po liti cal con-
cepts. Morality as a  whole, and not just po liti cal morality, is an interpretive 
enterprise. At the end of Chapter 8 I off er, as a classical and paradigm illus-
tration of the interpretive approach, the moral, po liti cal, and ethical philoso-
phies of Plato and of Aristotle.

In Chapter 10 I turn to an ancient threat that off ers to make everything in 
my account of responsibility pointless: the apparently catastrophic idea that 
we can have no responsibility at all because we lack free will. I argue for what 
phi los o phers call a “compatibilist” view: that responsibility is compatible 
with any assumption we can sensibly entertain about what causes our various 
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decisions and what the neural consequences are of those decisions. I argue 
that the character and extent of our responsibility for our actions turns rather 
on an ethical question: What is the character of a life well lived? I emphasize 
 here and throughout the book the distinction between ethics, which is the 
study of how to live well, and morality, which is the study of how we must 
treat other people.

Ethics

How, then, should we live? In Part Th ree I argue that we each have a sover-
eign ethical responsibility to make something of value of our own lives, as a 
paint er makes something valuable of his canvas. I rely on the authority of 
Part One, about truth in value, to argue that ethical responsibility is objective. 
We want to live well because we recognize that we should live well, rather 
than the other way around. In Part Four I argue that our various responsi-
bilities and obligations to others fl ow from that personal responsibility for 
our own lives. But only in some special roles and circumstances— principally 
in politics— do these responsibilities to others include any requirement of 
impartiality between them and ourselves.

We must treat the making of our lives as a challenge, one we can perform 
well or badly. We must recognize, as cardinal among our private interests, an 
ambition to make our lives good lives: authentic and worthy rather than 
mean or degrading. In par tic u lar we must cherish our dignity. Th e concept 
of dignity has become debased by fl abby overuse in po liti cal rhetoric: every 
politician pays lip ser vice to the idea, and almost every covenant of human 
rights gives it pride of place. But we need the idea, and the cognate idea of 
self- respect, if we are to make much sense of our situation and our ambitions. 
Each of us bursts with love of life and fear of death: we are alone among 
animals conscious of that apparently absurd situation. Th e only value we can 
fi nd in living in the foothills of death, as we do, is adverbial value. We must 
fi nd the value of living— the meaning of life— in living well, just as we fi nd 
value in loving or painting or writing or singing or diving well. Th ere is no 
other enduring value or meaning in our lives, but that is value and meaning 
enough. In fact it’s wonderful.

Dignity and self- respect—whatever these turn out to mean— are indis-
pensable conditions of living well. We fi nd evidence for that claim in how 
most people want to live: to hold their heads high as they struggle for all the 
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other things they want. We fi nd more evidence in the otherwise mysterious 
phenomenology of shame and insult. We must explore dignity’s dimensions. 
At the outset of this summary I described two fundamental principles of 
politics: a requirement that government treat those it governs with equal con-
cern, and a further requirement that it respect, as we may now put it, its 
subjects’ ethical responsibilities. In Chapter 9 I construct the ethical ana-
logues of these two po liti cal principles. People must take their own lives seri-
ously: they must accept that it is objectively important how they live. People 
must take their ethical responsibility seriously as well: they must insist on the 
right— and exercise that right— to make ethical decisions fi nally for them-
selves. Each of these principles needs much elaboration. I off er part of what is 
needed in Chapter 9, but the application of the two principles in later chap-
ters, as well as the discussion of determinism and free will I mentioned, fur-
nish much more detail.

Morality

Phi los o phers ask: Why be moral? Some take this question as strategic. How 
can we tempt wholly amoral people to mend their ways? Th e question is more 
profi tably understood in a very diff erent way: as asking how we can account 
for the appeal of morality that we already feel. Th at is a profi table question 
because answering it not only improves self- understanding but helps to refi ne 
the content of morality. It helps us to see more clearly what, if we are to be 
moral, we must do.

If we can connect morality to the ethics of dignity in the way I propose, 
we will have an eff ective answer to the phi los o phers’ question understood that 
way. We can then reply that we are drawn to morality in the way we are drawn 
to other dimensions of self- respect. I use many of the ideas already men-
tioned in this summary to make a case for that reply: particularly the charac-
ter of interpretation and of interpretive truth and the in de pen dence of both 
ethical and moral truth from science and metaphysics. But I rely mainly on 
Immanuel Kant’s thesis that we cannot adequately respect our own human-
ity unless we respect humanity in others. Chapter 11 sets out the abstract ba-
sis for that interpretive integration of ethics and morality, and considers ob-
jections to the feasibility of that project. Chapters 12, 13, and 14 take up a 
series of central moral issues. When must someone who properly values his 
own dignity aid others? Why must he not harm them? How and why does he 
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incur special responsibilities to some of them through deliberate acts like 
promising and also through relationships with them that are often involun-
tary? We encounter old philosophical questions pursuing these various top-
ics. How should numbers count in our decisions about whom we should 
aid? What responsibility do we have for unintended harm? When may we 
cause harm to some people in order to aid others? Why do promises create 
obligations? Do we have obligations just in virtue of our membership in po-
liti cal, ethnic, linguistic, and other communities?

Politics

Part Four ends with that transition to Part Five, and the book ends where I 
began this summary: in a theory of justice. My argument draws that theory 
from what has gone before. I hope, by presenting my argument backward in 
this introductory chapter, to emphasize the interdependence of the book’s 
several themes. Chapter 15 argues that much po liti cal philosophy suff ers from 
a failure to treat the main po liti cal concepts as interpretive, and the remain-
ing chapters try to correct that mistake. I defend the conceptions of these 
concepts I summarized earlier and claim for them the kind of truth only a 
successful integration can claim. Th e last chapter is epilogue: it repeats the 
claim, now through the lens of dignity, that value has truth and that value is 
indivisible.

A Just So Story

I do not ask you to take the following conjectures seriously as intellectual his-
tory; they are not subtle or detailed or— I’m sure— correct enough for that. 
But what ever defects my account may have as history, it might help you to 
understand better the argument I just summarized by seeing how I conceive 
its place in a large historical story. At the end, in the Epilogue, I tell the same 
story more briefl y and diff erently— and add a challenge.

Th e ancient moral phi los o phers  were phi los o phers of self- affi  rmation. 
Plato and Aristotle saw the human situation in the terms I identifi ed: we have 
lives to live and we should want to live those lives well. Ethics, they said, 
commands us to seek “happiness”; they meant not episodic glows of plea sure 
but the fulfi llment of a successful life conceived as a  whole. Morality also has 
its commands: these are captured in a set of virtues that include the virtue of 
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justice. Both the nature of happiness and the content of these virtues are 
initially indistinct: if we mean to obey the commands of both ethics and 
morality, we must discover what happiness really is and what the virtues re-
ally demand. Th is requires an interpretive project. We must identify concep-
tions of happiness and of the familiar virtues that fi t well together, so that the 
best understanding of morality fl ows from and helps defi ne the best under-
standing of ethics.

Th e god- intoxicated phi los o phers of the early Christian period and of 
the Middle Ages had the same goal, but they had been given— or so they 
thought— an obvious formula for achieving it. Living well means living in 
God’s grace, which in turn means following the moral law God laid down as 
the law of nature. Th at formula has the happy consequence of fusing two 
conceptually distinct issues: how people have come to hold their ethical and 
moral beliefs, and why those ethical and moral beliefs are correct. God’s 
power explains the genesis of conviction: we believe what we do because God 
has revealed it to us directly or through the powers of reason he created in us. 
God’s goodness also justifi es the content of conviction: if God is the author 
of our moral sense, then of course our moral sense is accurate. Th e fact of our 
belief is in itself proof of our belief: what the Bible and God’s priests say must 
therefore be true. Th e formula did not make for entirely smooth sailing. Th e 
Christian phi los o phers  were troubled, above all, by what they called the prob-
lem of evil. If God is all- powerful and the very mea sure of goodness, why is 
there so much suff ering and injustice in the world? But they found no reason 
to doubt that such puzzles  were to be solved within the template provided by 
their theology. Th e morality of self- affi  rmation was fi rmly in control.

Th e philosophical explosions of the late Enlightenment ended that morality’s 
long reign. Th e most infl uential phi los o phers insisted on a fi rm epistemo-
logical code. We can endorse our beliefs as true, they insisted, only if the best 
explanation of why we hold those beliefs vouches for their truth, and it can 
do that only if it shows those beliefs to be either the product of irresistible 
reason, like mathematics, or the eff ect of the impact of the natural world on 
our brains like the empirical discoveries of the nascent but already stunning 
natural sciences. Th at new epistemological regime posed an immediate prob-
lem for convictions about value, a problem that has challenged philosophy 
since. We are not entitled to think our moral convictions true unless we 
fi nd these convictions either required by pure reason or produced by some-
thing “out there” in the world. Th us was born the Gibraltar of all mental 
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blocks: that something other than value must underwrite value if we are to 
take value seriously.

Th e Christian and other religious phi los o phers could respect part of the 
new epistemological code because they did fi nd something “out there” that 
underwrote conviction. But they could do so only by violating the naturalis-
tic condition. Phi los o phers who accepted that further condition found the 
code more challenging. If the best explanation of why we think theft or mur-
der wrong is to be found not in God’s benefi cent will but in some natural 
disposition of human beings to sympathize with one another’s suff ering, for 
instance, or in the con ve nience to us of the conventional arrangements of 
property and security that we have contrived, then the best explanation of 
these beliefs contributes nothing to their justifi cation. On the contrary: the 
disconnection between the cause of our ethical and moral beliefs and any 
justifi cation of those beliefs is in itself grounds for suspicion that these beliefs 
are not actually true, or at least that we have no reason to think them true.

Th e great Scottish phi los o pher David Hume is widely understood to have 
declared that no amount of empirical discovery about the state of the world— no 
revelations about the course of history or the ultimate nature of matter or the 
truth about human nature— can establish any conclusions about what ought 
to be without a further premise or assumption about what ought to be. 
Hume’s principle (as I shall call that general claim) is often taken to have a stark 
skeptical consequence, because it suggests that we cannot discover, through the 
only modes of knowledge available to us, whether any of our ethical or moral 
convictions is true. In fact, I argue in Part One, his principle has the opposite 
consequence. It undermines philosophical skepticism, because the proposition 
that it is not true that genocide is wrong is itself a moral proposition, and, if 
Hume’s principle is sound, that proposition cannot be established by any 
discoveries of logic or facts about the basic structure of the universe. Hume’s 
principle, properly understood, supports not skepticism about moral truth but 
rather the in de pen dence of morality as a separate department of knowledge 
with its own standards of inquiry and justifi cation. It requires us to reject the 
Enlightenment’s epistemological code for the moral domain.

Th e ancient and medieval conception of self- interest, which takes self- 
interest to be an ethical ideal, was another casualty of the new supposed so-
phistication. Disenchantment and then psychology produced a progressively 
bleaker picture of self- interest: from Hobbes’s materialism to Bentham’s 
plea sure and pain to Freud’s unreason to the economists’ homo economicus, a 
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being whose interests are exhausted by his preference curves. Self- interest on 
this view can only mean the satisfaction of a mass of contingent desires that 
people happen to have. Th is new, supposedly more realistic, picture of what 
it is to live well produced two Western philosophical traditions. Th e fi rst, 
which came to dominate substantive moral philosophy in Britain and Amer-
ica in the nineteenth century, accepted the new, meaner view of self- interest 
and therefore declared that morality and self- interest are rivals. Morality, this 
tradition insisted, means a subordination of self- interest; it requires taking up 
a distinct objective perspective that counts the agent’s own interests as in no 
way more important than anyone  else’s. Th at is the morality of self- abnegation, 
a morality that spawned the moral philosophy of impersonal consequential-
ism, of which the theories of Jeremy Bentham, John Stuart Mill, and Henry 
Sidgwick are famous examples.

Th e second tradition, much more pop u lar on the continent of Eu rope, 
rebelled against the bleak modern picture of self- interest, which it regarded as 
base. It emphasized the underlying freedom of human beings to struggle 
against custom and biology in search of a more ennobling picture of what a 
human life could be, the freedom that we grasp once we understand, as Jean- 
Paul Sartre put it, the distinction between objects in the world of nature, in-
cluding ourselves so conceived, and the self- conscious creatures that we also 
are. Our existence precedes our essence because we are responsible for the 
latter: we are responsible for making our nature and then for living authenti-
cally up to what we have made. Friedrich Nietz sche, who has become the 
most infl uential fi gure in this tradition, accepted that the morality recog-
nized by the conventions of Western community requires the subordination 
of the self. But he insisted that morality therefore stands exposed as a fake 
with no claims on us. Th e only real imperative of life is living— the creation 
and affi  rmation of a human life as a singular and wonderful creative act. Mo-
rality is a subversive idea invented by those who lack the imagination or the 
will to live creatively.

Th e fi rst of these two modern traditions, the morality of self- abnegation, 
lost interest in self- interest, which it treated as the satisfaction of the desires 
people happened to have. Th e second, the ethics of self- assertion, sometimes 
lost interest in morality, which it treated as mere convention with no objec-
tive value or importance. Th e Greek idea of an interpretive unity between the 
two departments of value— a morality of self- affi  rmation—has survived only 
in a very degraded form. In the seventeenth century, Th omas Hobbes argued 
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that conventional morality promotes everyone’s self- interest, understood in 
the new, non- normative, desire- satisfaction way, and his contemporary fol-
lowers have used the techniques of game theory to refi ne and defend the same 
claim. His suggestion unites morality with ethics, but to the discredit of both. 
It takes the desire view of ethics as fundamental, and it takes morality’s func-
tion as only to serve desire. Th e Greek ideal was very diff erent: it assumed that 
living well is more than having your desires satisfi ed and that being moral 
means taking a genuine, not just an instrumental, concern in the lives of oth-
ers. Modern moral philosophy seems to have abandoned that ideal of ethical 
and moral integrity.

I have so far left Kant out of my Just So story, but his part is complex and 
crucial. His moral philosophy seems the paradigm of self- abnegation. Th e 
truly moral person, in his view, is moved only by the moral law, only by laws 
or maxims he could rationally will to apply to everyone equally. No act is mor-
ally good that is motivated only by the agent’s interests or inclinations, even 
his altruistic inclinations of sympathy or desire to help others. Th ere seems no 
space in this account for the idea that an agent’s moral impulse can fl ow from 
his ambition to make something distinguished of his own life, to do a good 
job of living. Yet we can understand Kant to make exactly that claim: it is, on 
the best understanding, the foundation of his entire moral theory.

He claimed, in one stage of his evolving theory, that freedom is an essen-
tial condition of dignity— indeed, that freedom is dignity— and that only 
through legislating a moral law and acting out of obedience to that law can 
an agent fi nd genuine freedom. So what seems a morality of self- abnegation 
becomes, at a deeper level, a morality of self- affi  rmation. Kant’s unifi cation 
of ethics and morality is obscure because it takes place in the dark: in what 
he called the noumenal world, whose content is inaccessible to us but which 
is the only realm where ontological freedom can be achieved. We can rescue 
Kant’s crucial insight from his metaphysics: we can state it as what I shall call 
Kant’s principle. A person can achieve the dignity and self- respect that are 
indispensable to a successful life only if he shows respect for humanity itself 
in all its forms. Th at is a template for a unifi cation of ethics and morality. Just 
as Hume’s principle is the anthem of Part One of this book, which describes 
the in de pen dence of morality from science and metaphysics, Kant’s principle 
is the anthem of Parts Th ree and Four, which chart the interdependence of 
morality and ethics. In between lies Part Two, about interpretation, and after 
lies Part Five, about politics and justice.
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Th e Challenge

“If we want to talk about values— about how to live and how to treat other 
people— we must start with bigger philosophical issues. Before we can sensibly 
think about whether honesty and equality are genuine values we must fi rst 
consider, as a distinct threshold matter, whether there are any such things as 
values. It would not be sensible to debate how many angels can sit on a pin 
without fi rst asking whether there are any angels at all; it would be equally 
silly to puzzle about whether self- sacrifi ce is good without fi rst asking whether 
there is any such thing as goodness and, if so, what kind of thing it is.

“Can beliefs about value— that it is wrong to steal, for instance— actually 
be true? Or, for that matter, false? If so, what in the world can make such a be-
lief true or false? Where do such values come from? God? But what if there is no 
god? Can values be just out there, part of what there really, fi nally, is? If so, how 
can we human beings be in touch with them? If some value judgments are true 
and others false, how can we human beings discover which are which? Even 
friends disagree about what is right and wrong; and of course we disagree even 
more strikingly with people of other cultures and ages. How can we think, with-
out appalling arrogance, that we are right and others are just wrong? From what 
neutral perspective could the truth fi nally be tested and settled?

2

Truth in Morals
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“Obviously we  can’t solve these puzzles just by repeating our value judg-
ments. It would be unhelpful to insist that wrongness must exist in the uni-
verse because torturing babies for the fun of it is wrong. Or that I am in touch 
with moral truth because I know that torturing babies is wrong. Th at would 
just beg the question: torturing babies is not wrong if there is no such thing 
as wrongness in the universe, and I  can’t know that torturing babies is wrong 
unless I can be in touch with the truth about wrongness. No, these deep 
philosophical questions about the nature of the universe or the status of value 
judgments are not themselves questions about what is good or bad, right or 
wrong, wonderful or ugly. Th ey belong not to ordinary ethical or moral or 
aesthetic rumination but to other, more technical departments of philosophy: 
to metaphysics or epistemology or the philosophy of language. Th at is why it 
is so important to distinguish two very diff erent parts of moral philosophy: 
ordinary, fi rst- order, substantive questions about what is good or bad, right 
or wrong, that call for value judgment, and philosophical, second- order, ‘meta- 
ethical,’ questions about those value judgments that call not for further value 
judgments but for philosophical theories of a quite diff erent sort.”

I apologize. I have been teasing for three paragraphs; I don’t believe a sin-
gle word of what I just wrote in quotes. I wanted to set out a philosophical 
opinion that is dear to a fox’s heart and that has in my view hindered a proper 
understanding of all the topics we explore in this book. I stated my own con-
trary opinion in Chapter 1: morality and other departments of value are 
philosophically in de pen dent. Answers to large questions about moral truth 
and knowledge must be sought within those departments, not outside them. 
A substantive theory of value must include, not wait for, a theory of truth in 
value.

Th at there are truths about value is an obvious, inescapable fact. When 
people have decisions to make, the question of what decision they should 
make is inescapable, and it can be answered only by noticing reasons for 
acting one way or another; it can be answered only in that way because 
that is what the question, just as a matter of what it means, inescapably calls 
for. No doubt the best answer on some occasion is that nothing is any better to 
do than anything  else. Some unfortunate people fi nd a more dramatic answer 
unavoidable: they think nothing is ever the best or right thing to do. But these 
are as much substantive, fi rst- order, value judgments about what to do as are 
more positive answers. Th ey draw on the same kinds of arguments, and they 
claim truth in just the same way.
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You will have gathered from Chapter 1 how I use the important words 
“ethics” and “morality.” An ethical judgment makes a claim about what 
people should do to live well: what they should aim to be and achieve in their 
own lives. A moral judgment makes a claim about how people must treat 
other people. Moral and ethical questions are inescapable dimensions of 
the inescapable question of what to do. Th ey are inescapably pertinent even 
though, of course, they are not invariably noticed. Much of what I do makes 
my own life a better or worse one. In many circumstances much of what I do 
will aff ect others. What should I therefore do? Th e answers you give might be 
negative. You may suppose that it makes no diff erence how you live your life 
and that any concern for the lives of other people would be a mistake. But if 
you have any reasons for those distressing opinions, these must be ethical or 
moral reasons.

Grand metaphysical theories about what kinds of entities there are in the 
universe can have nothing to do with the case. You can be witheringly skepti-
cal about morality, but only in virtue of not being skeptical about the nature 
of value further down. You may think that morality is bunk because there is 
no god. But you can think that only if you hold some moral theory that as-
signs exclusive moral authority to a supernatural being. Th ese are the main 
conclusions of the fi rst part of the book. I do not reject moral or ethical skep-
ticism  here: those are the subject of later parts. But I do reject Archimedean 
skepticism: skepticism that denies any basis for itself in morality or ethics. I 
reject the idea of an external, meta- ethical inspection of moral truth. I insist 
that any sensible moral skepticism must be internal to morality.

Th at is not a pop u lar view among phi los o phers. Th ey think what I quoted 
earlier: that the most fundamental questions about morality are not them-
selves moral, but rather metaphysical, questions. Th ey think it would be a 
defeat for our ordinary ethical and moral convictions if we discovered that 
these  were grounded in nothing but other ethical or moral convictions: they 
call the idea that it makes no sense to ask for anything  else “quietism,” which 
suggests a dirty secret kept dark. I believe— and will argue— that this opin-
ion radically misunderstands what value judgments are. But its modern popu-
larity means that something of a struggle is needed to free ourselves from its 
infl uence and to accept what should be obvious: that some answer to the ques-
tion what to do must be the right one, even if this is that nothing is any better 
than anything  else. Th e live question is not whether moral or ethical judg-
ments can be true, but which are true.
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Moral phi los o phers often reply that we must (in a phrase they particularly 
like) earn the right to suppose that ethical or moral judgments can be true. 
Th ey mean that we must construct some plausible argument of the kind my 
teasing paragraphs imagined: some nonmoral metaphysical argument show-
ing that there is some kind of entity or property in the world— perhaps mor-
ally charged particles or morons— whose existence and confi guration can 
make a moral judgment true. But in fact there is only one way we can “earn” 
the right to think that some moral judgment is true, and this has nothing 
to do with physics or metaphysics. If I want to earn the right to call the pro-
position that abortion is always wrong true, then I have to provide moral 
 arguments for that very strong opinion. Th ere just is no other way.

However, I fear that this statement is just what the critics mean by “help-
ing myself” to the possibility of truth. Part One defends this supposed larceny. 
Moral theory has become very complex in recent decades— it has produced 
a larger bestiary of “isms,” I believe, than any other part of philosophy. So 
Part One has several currents to navigate. Th is chapter describes what I take 
to be the ordinary person’s view— or in any case the view that I shall describe 
that way. It holds that moral judgments can be true or false and that moral 
argument is needed to establish which are which. I elaborate, later in the 
chapter, the distinction I have already drawn between two diff erent kinds of 
skepticism about the ordinary view— external skepticism, which claims to 
argue from entirely nonmoral assumptions, and skepticism that is internal to 
morality because it does not. Chapter 3 confronts external skepticism; Chap-
ter 4 takes up crucial questions about the relation between the truth of moral 
convictions and the best explanation of why we hold the convictions we do; 
and Chapter 5 introduces what, in its global form, is by far the most threaten-
ing kind of skepticism— internal skepticism.

Th e Ordinary View

Someone who sticks pins into babies for the fun of hearing them scream is 
morally depraved. Don’t you agree? You probably hold other, more controver-
sial opinions about right and wrong as well. Perhaps you think that torturing 
suspected terrorists is morally wrong, for instance. Or, on the contrary, that 
it is morally justifi ed or even required. You think that your opinions on these 
matters report the truth and that those who disagree with you are making a 
mistake, though you might perhaps fi nd it more natural to say that your con-
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victions are right or correct rather than true. You also think, I imagine, that 
sticking pins into babies or torturing terrorists would be wrong even if no 
one actually objected to it or was repulsed by the idea. Even you. You probably 
think, that is, that the truth of your moral convictions does not depend on 
what anyone thinks or feels. You might say, to make plain that that is what 
you think, that torturing babies for fun is “really” or “objectively” wicked. 
Th is attitude toward moral truth— that at least some moral opinions are ob-
jectively true in this way— is very common. I shall call it the “ordinary” view.

Th ere is more to the ordinary view, some of it negative. You don’t think 
that the wrongness of torturing babies or terrorists is just a matter of scientifi c 
discovery. You don’t suppose that you could prove your opinion sound, or 
even provide evidence for it, just by some kind of experiment or observation. 
You could of course show, by experiment or observation, the consequences of 
torturing babies— the physical and psychological harm it infl icts, for exam-
ple. But you  couldn’t show in that way that it is wrong to produce those con-
sequences. You need a moral argument of some kind to do that, and moral 
argument is not a matter of scientifi c or empirical demonstration. Of course 
you don’t conduct moral arguments with yourself— or anyone  else— before 
forming your moral opinions. You just see or know that certain acts are 
wrong: these are your immediate reactions when you are presented with or 
imagine those acts. But you don’t think that this kind of “seeing” provides 
evidence the way ordinary seeing does. If you see a burglar climbing through 
a window, you can cite your observation as a reason why the police should 
attend. But you  wouldn’t cite your seeing that the Iraq invasion was wrong as 
a reason why others who don’t immediately agree should think it was. Th e 
diff erence is plain enough. Th e burglar’s smashing the window caused you to 
see him smashing the window, so your observation is indeed evidence that he 
did smash it. But it would be absurd to think that the wrongness of the Iraq 
invasion caused you to think it wrong. You drew on the store of your convic-
tions, education, and experience in judging the invasion as you did. If for some 
reason you wanted to defend your judgment, or consider it more carefully, you 
 couldn’t just cite what you saw. You would have to compose something by 
way of a moral argument.

You would be puzzled if someone told you that when you express a moral 
opinion you are not really saying anything. Th at you are only venting your 
spleen, or projecting some attitude, or declaring how you propose to live, so 
that it would be a mistake to think that what you had said is even a candidate 
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for being true. You would agree, in response to that suggestion, that when 
you announce your opinion that torture is wrong you are doing some or all of 
these other things as well. Unless you are insincere, you are exhibiting your 
disapproval of torture and indicating at least something about your more 
general moral attitudes. But indicating or expressing these emotions or com-
mitments is something you do through saying that torture is wrong, not in-
stead of it. Even if you are insincere and only feigning your convictions and 
emotions, you are still, nevertheless, declaring that torture is wrong, and 
what you say is nevertheless true even if you don’t believe it.

Th is ordinary view is committed to taking moral judgment at face value. 
If the Iraq war was wrong, then it is a fact— something that is the case— that 
it was wrong. On the ordinary view, that is, the war was really wrong. If your 
taste runs to drama, and you thought that war seeking regime change is al-
ways immoral, you might say that the wrongness of such war is a fi xed, eternal 
feature of the universe. On the ordinary view, moreover, people who think 
that cheating is wrong recognize, in that opinion, a strong reason not to cheat, 
and to disapprove of other people who cheat. But thinking an act wrong is not 
the same thing as not wanting to do it: a thought is a judgment, not a motive. 
On the ordinary view, general questions about the basis of morality— about 
what makes a par tic u lar moral judgment true— are themselves moral ques-
tions. Is God the author of all morality? Can something be wrong even if 
everyone thinks it right? Is morality relative to place and time? Can some-
thing be right in one country or circumstance but wrong in another? Th ese are 
abstract and theoretical questions, but they are still moral questions. Th ey 
must be answered out of moral conscience and conviction, just like more or-
dinary questions about right and wrong.

Worries

Th at is the set of opinions and assumptions that I call the ordinary view. I 
assume that most people more or less unthinkingly hold that view. If you are 
philosophically disposed, however, then you may hold this ordinary view 
with some diffi  dence and concern because you may have some diffi  culty an-
swering the philosophical challenges set out in the paragraphs I put in quotes 
earlier. First, you may be concerned about the kinds of entities or properties 
that we can sensibly suppose the universe to contain. Statements about the 
physical world are made true by the actual state of the physical world— its 
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continents, quarks, and dispositions. We can have evidence— very often 
through observation of scientifi c instruments— about what the actual state of 
the physical world is. Th at evidence, we might say, provides an argument for 
our opinions about the physical world. But it is the physical world itself, the 
way the quarks actually spin, not the evidence we can assemble, that deter-
mines whether our opinions are actually true or false. Our evidence might be 
ever so powerful, but our conclusions nevertheless wrong, because, as a mat-
ter of brute fact, the world is not the way we think we have proved it is.

If we try to apply these familiar distinctions to our moral convictions, 
however, trouble appears. What do moral facts consist in? Th e ordinary view 
insists that moral judgments are not made true by historical events or 
people’s opinions or emotions or anything  else in the physical or mental 
world. But then what can make a moral conviction true? If you think the Iraq 
war immoral, then you can cite various historical facts— that the war was 
bound to cause huge suff ering and was launched on the basis of evidently 
inadequate intelligence, for example— that you believe justify your opinion. 
But it is hard to imagine any distinct state of the world— any confi guration 
of morons, for instance— that can make your moral opinion true the way 
physical particles can make a physical opinion true. It is hard to imagine any 
distinct state of the world for which your case can be said to be evidence.

Second, there is an apparently separate puzzle about how human beings 
might be thought to know moral truths, or even to form justifi ed beliefs about 
them. Th e ordinary view holds that people do not become aware of moral 
facts the way they become aware of physical facts. Physical facts impinge on 
human minds: we perceive them, or we perceive evidence for them. Cosmol-
ogists take the observations of their huge radio telescopes to have been 
caused by ancient emissions from the edges of the universe; cardiologists take 
the shape of electrocardiogram printouts to be caused by a beating heart. 
But the ordinary view insists that moral facts cannot create any impression 
of themselves in human minds: moral judgment is not a matter of perception 
the way color judgment is. How then can we be “in touch with” moral truth? 
What could justify your assumption that the various events that make up 
your case about the Iraq war really do argue adequately for its morality or 
immorality?

Th ese two puzzles— and others that we shall uncover later— have for cen-
turies encouraged learned scholars and great phi los o phers to reject diff erent 
aspects of the ordinary view. I shall call those who do that “skeptics,” but I 
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use that word in a special sense to include anyone who denies that moral 
judgments can be objectively true— true, that is, not in virtue of the attitudes 
or beliefs anyone has but true without regard to any such attitudes or beliefs. 
An unsophisticated form of such skepticism, which is often called “postmod-
ernism,” has been much in vogue in the unconfi dent departments of Western 
universities: in faculties of art history, comparative literature, and anthropol-
ogy, for example, and for a time in law schools as well. Devotees declare that 
even our most confi dent convictions about what is right or wicked are just 
emblems of ideology, just badges of power, just the rules of the local lan-
guage games we happen to play. But as we shall see, many phi los o phers 
have been more subtle and inventive in their skepticism. In the balance of 
this chapter I distinguish diff erent versions of philosophical skepticism about 
morality; in the rest of Part One we concentrate on arguments for each of those 
versions.

Two Important Distinctions

Internal and External Skepticism

Two distinctions are essential to my continuing argument; I set them out in 
more detail now. Th e fi rst distinguishes internal from external skepticism 
about morality. I assume that people’s moral convictions form at least a loose 
set or system of interconnected propositions with a distinct subject matter: 
people have convictions at diff erent levels of abstraction about what is right 
and wrong, good and bad, worthy and unworthy. When we puzzle about a 
moral issue, we can bring a variety of these convictions to bear: we can ap-
peal to more abstract or general convictions to test more concrete judgments 
about what to do or think. Someone asking herself whether it would be wrong 
to leave an unhappy marriage might refl ect on more general issues about 
what people owe other people they have asked to trust them, for instance, or 
about the moral responsibilities children bring. She might then weigh her 
sense of those responsibilities against what might seem to her a competing 
responsibility to make something of her own life or perhaps competing re-
sponsibilities she believes she has assumed to someone  else. Such refl ection, 
we can say, is internal to morality because it claims to reach moral conclu-
sions from more general assumptions that are themselves moral in character 
and subject matter. Moral refl ection of that kind takes account of ordinary 
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nonmoral facts as well, of course: facts about the impact of divorce on chil-
dren’s welfare, for instance. However, it appeals to such nonmoral facts only 
by way of drawing concrete implications from more general moral claims.

But someone can step back from the entire set of his moral ideas and re-
fl ect about these ideas as a  whole. He can ask external questions about his or 
other people’s moral values rather than internal questions of moral value. 
Th ese include social- scientifi c questions: whether, for example, our economic 
or other circumstances explain why we are drawn to moral convictions that 
other cultures with diff erent circumstances reject. Th is distinction between 
internal and external questions can be made about any body of ideas. We 
distinguish mathematical claims, which are internal to the domain of mathe-
matics, from questions about mathematical practice. Th e question whether 
Fermat’s theorem has at last been proved is an internal question of mathe-
matics; the question whether a higher percentage of students study calculus 
now than formerly is an external question about mathematics. Phi los o phers 
use a diff erent vocabulary to make the same distinction: they distinguish 
between “fi rst- order” or “substantive” questions within a system of ideas and 
“second- order” or “meta” questions about that system of ideas. Th e claim that 
torturing babies is immoral is a fi rst- order, substantive claim; the hypothesis 
that this opinion is almost universally held is a second- order or meta- claim.

Internal skepticism about morality is a fi rst- order, substantive moral judg-
ment. It appeals to more abstract judgments about morality in order to deny 
that certain more concrete or applied judgments are true. External skepticism, 
on the contrary, purports to rely entirely on second- order, external state-
ments about morality. Some external skeptics rely on social facts of the kind 
I described earlier: they say that the historical and geo graph i cal diversity of 
moral opinions shows that no such opinion can be objectively true, for ex-
ample. But the most sophisticated external skeptics rely, as I said earlier, 
on metaphysical theses about the kind of entities the universe contains. Th ey 
assume that these metaphysical theses are external statements about morality 
rather than internal judgments of morality. So, as the meta phor suggests, 
internal skepticism stands within fi rst- order, substantive morality while ex-
ternal skepticism is supposedly Archimedean: it stands above morality and 
judges it from outside. Internal skeptics cannot be skeptical about morality 
all the way down, because they must assume the truth of some very general 
moral claim in order to establish their skepticism about other moral claims. 
Th ey rely on morality to denigrate morality. External skeptics do claim to be 
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skeptical about morality all the way down. Th ey are able to denigrate moral 
truth, they say, without relying on it.

Error and Status Skepticism

We need a further distinction within external skepticism: between error and 
status skepticism. Error skeptics hold that all moral judgments are false. An 
error skeptic might read the ordinary view as assuming that moral entities 
exist: that the universe contains not only quarks, mesons, and other very small 
physical particles but also what I called morons, special particles whose con-
fi guration might make it true that people should not torture babies and that 
optional military invasions seeking regime change are immoral. He might 
then declare that because there are no moral particles, it is a mistake to say 
that torturing babies is wrong or that invading Iraq was immoral. Th is is not 
internal skepticism, because it does not purport to rely on even counterfac-
tual moral judgments for its authority. It is external skepticism because it 
purports to rely only on value- neutral metaphysics: it relies only on the meta-
physical claim that there are no moral particles.

Status skeptics disagree: they are skeptical of the ordinary view in a dif-
ferent way. Th e ordinary view treats moral judgments as descriptions of how 
things actually are: they are claims of moral fact. Status skeptics deny moral 
judgment that status: they believe it is a mistake to treat them as descriptions 
of anything. Th ey distinguish between description and other activities like 
coughing, expressing emotion, issuing a command, or embracing a commit-
ment, and they hold that expressing a moral opinion is not describing but 
something that belongs in the latter group of activities. Status skeptics there-
fore do not say, as error skeptics do, that morality is a misconceived enterprise. 
Th ey say it is a misunderstood enterprise.

Status skepticism evolved rapidly during the twentieth century. Initial 
forms  were crude: A. J. Ayer, for example, in his famous little book Language, 
Truth, and Logic, insisted that moral judgments are no diff erent from other 
vehicles for venting emotions. Someone who declares that tax cheating is 
wrong is only, in eff ect, shouting “Boo tax cheating.” Later versions of status 
skepticism became more sophisticated. Richard Hare, for instance, whose work 
was very infl uential, treated moral judgments as disguised and generalized 
commands. “Cheating is wrong” should be understood as “Don’t cheat.” For 
Hare, however, the preference expressed by a moral judgment is very special: it 
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is universal in its content so that it embraces everyone who is situated in the 
way it assumes, including the speaker. Hare’s analysis is still status- skeptical, 
however, because, like Ayer’s puff s of emotion, his preference expressions are 
not candidates for truth or falsity.

Th ese early versions wore their skepticism on the sleeve. Hare said that a 
Nazi who would apply his strictures to himself, should he turn out to be a 
Jew, has not made a moral mistake. Later in the century external skepticism 
became more ambiguous. Allan Gibbard and Simon Blackburn, for examples, 
have called themselves, variously, “noncognitivists,” “expressivists,” “projectiv-
ists,” and “quasi- realists,” which suggests sharp disagreement with the ordinary 
view. Gibbard says that moral judgments should be understood as expressing 
ac cep tance of a plan for living: not “as beliefs with such and such content” 
but rather as “sentiments or attitudes, perhaps, or as universal preferences, 
states of norm acceptance— or states of planning.” But Blackburn and Gib-
bard both labor to show how, on their view, an expressivist who takes this 
view of moral judgment can nevertheless sensibly speak of moral judgments as 
true or false, and that he can also mimic in other, more complex, ways how 
people who hold the ordinary view speak about moral issues. But they treat 
these claims of truth as part of an activity that is nevertheless, they insist, 
diff erent from describing how things are.

Internal Skepticism

Because internal skeptics rely on the truth of substantive moral claims, they 
can only be partial error skeptics. Th ere is no internal status skepticism. In-
ternal skeptics diff er from one another in the scope of their skepticism. Some 
internal skepticism is quite circumscribed and topical. Many people think, 
for instance, that the choices that adult partners make about the mechanics 
of sex raise no moral issues: they think that all judgments that condemn cer-
tain sexual choices are false. Th ey ground this limited skepticism in posi-
tive opinions about what makes acts right or wrong; they do not believe that 
the details of adult consensual sex, whether heterosexual or homosexual, have 
any right- or wrong- making features. Other people are internal error skeptics 
about the place of morality in foreign policy. Th ey say that it makes no sense 
to suppose that a nation’s trade policy can be either morally right or wrong. 
Th ey reject positive moral judgments that many other people hold— that 
American policy in Latin America has often been unjust, for example— by 
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appealing to the more general moral judgment that a nation’s offi  cials should 
always act with only the interests of their own citizens in mind.

Other versions of internal error skepticism are much broader, and some 
are near global because they reject all moral judgments except counterfactual 
ones. Th e pop u lar opinion I mentioned— that because there is no god, noth-
ing is right or wrong— is a piece of global internal skepticism; it is based 
on the moral conviction that a supernatural will is the only possible basis for 
positive morality. Th e more modern opinion that morality is empty because 
all human behavior is causally determined by prior events beyond anyone’s 
control is also internally skeptical; it is based on the moral conviction that 
it is unfair to blame people or hold them responsible for behavior that they 
could not have avoided. (We consider that pop u lar moral conviction in Chap-
ter 10.) Another now pop u lar opinion holds that no universal moral claim is 
sound because morality is relative to culture; this view, too, is internally skep-
tical because it relies on the conviction that morality rises only out of the 
practices of par tic u lar communities. Yet another form of global internal skepti-
cism notices that human beings are incredibly small and evaporating parts 
of an inconceivably vast and durable universe and concludes that nothing we 
do can matter— morally or otherwise— anyway. True, the moral convictions 
on which these examples of global internal skepticism rely are counterfactual 
convictions: they assume that the positive moral claims they reject would be 
valid if certain conditions  were satisfi ed— if a god did exist or moral conven-
tions  were uniform across cultures or the universe was much smaller. Still, 
even these counterfactual convictions are substantive moral judgments.

I have no quarrel with any form of internal skepticism in this part of the 
book. Internal skepticism does not deny what I wish to establish: that philo-
sophical challenges to the truth of moral judgments are themselves substan-
tive moral theories. It does not deny— on the contrary it assumes— that 
moral judgments are capable of truth. We shall be much concerned with in-
ternal skepticism later in the book, because my positive claims about personal 
and po liti cal morality presume that no global form of internal skepticism 
is correct. However, we should at least notice now an important distinction 
often overlooked. We must distinguish internal skepticism from uncertainty. 
I may be uncertain whether abortion is wrong: I may think the arguments on 
both sides reasonable and not know which, if either, is stronger. But uncer-
tainty is not the same as skepticism. Uncertainty is a default position: if I have 
no fi rm conviction either way, then I am uncertain. But skepticism is not a 
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default position: I need as strong an argument for the skeptical thesis that 
morality has nothing to do with abortion as for any positive view on the matter. 
We return to the important distinction between skepticism and uncertainty 
in Chapter 5.

Th e Appeal of Status Skepticism

Both forms of external skepticism— error and status skepticism— are diff er-
ent from the biological and social- scientifi c theories I mentioned earlier. 
Neo- Darwinian theories about the development of moral beliefs and institu-
tions, for instance, are external but in no way skeptical. Th ere is no inconsistency 
in holding the following set of opinions: (1) that a wired- in condemnation of 
murder had survival value in the ancestral savannahs, (2) that this fact fi gures 
in the best explanation why moral condemnation of murder is so widespread 
across history and cultures, and (3) that it is objectively true that murder is 
morally wrong. Th e fi rst two of these claims are anthropological and the 
third is moral; there can be no confl ict in combining the moral with the an-
thropological in this way. So external skeptics cannot rely only on anthro-
pology or any other biological or social science. Th ey rely on a very diff erent 
kind of putatively external theory: they rely on philosophical theories about 
what there is in the universe or about the conditions under which people can 
be thought to acquire responsible belief.

In one way internal and external skepticism are in sharp contrast. Internal 
skepticism would be self- defeating if it denied that moral judgments are can-
didates for truth; it cannot rely on any coruscating metaphysics that has that 
consequence. External skepticism, on the other hand, cannot leave any moral 
judgments standing as candidates for truth: it must show them all to be error 
or all to have some status that rules out their being true. External skepticism 
would be immediately self- defeating if it exempted any substantive moral judg-
ment from its skeptical scope.

In another way, however, internal skepticism and external error skepticism 
are alike. Internal skepticism plays for keeps. It has direct implications for 
action: if someone is internally skeptical about sexual morality, he cannot con-
sistently censure people for their sexual choices or lobby for outlawing homo-
sexuality on moral grounds. If he believes that morality is dead because there 
is no god, then he must not ostracize others because they have behaved badly. 
External error skepticism also plays for keeps: an error skeptic may dislike 
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the war in Iraq, but he cannot claim that the American invasion was im-
moral. External status skeptics, on the contrary, insist that their form of skepti-
cism is neutral about moral claims and controversies and permits them to 
engage in moral condemnation with as much fervor as anyone  else. Suppose 
we conclude, with the status skeptic, that moral claims are only projections 
of emotion onto a morally barren world. We will have changed our minds 
about the status of our moral convictions, but not about the content of those 
convictions. We can continue to insist that terrorism is always wrong, or that 
it is sometimes justifi ed, or to off er or deny any other moral opinion we may 
entertain. Th e later status skeptics (assuming they are skeptics) even allow us 
to insist that our convictions are objectively true. We only say to ourselves 
(silently in order not to blunt the impact of what we say out loud) that in so 
insisting we are only projecting more complex attitudes.

Th is apparent neutrality gives status skepticism a seductive appeal. I said 
earlier that some of us are troubled by the philosophical challenges I de-
scribed. We cannot believe in morons. And we have other reasons for shrink-
ing from bold assertion that our moral beliefs are true: it seems arrogant, in 
the face of great cultural diversity, to claim that everyone who disagrees with 
us is in error. But any form of error skepticism seems out of the question. We 
 can’t really believe that there is nothing morally objectionable about suicide 
bombers or genocide or racial discrimination or forced clitoridectomy. External 
status skepticism off ers people torn in that way exactly what they want. It is 
agreeably ecumenical. It allows its partisans to be as metaphysically and cul-
turally modest as anyone might wish, to abandon all claims as to their own 
morality’s ultimate truth or even superiority to other moralities. But it allows 
them to do this while still embracing their convictions as enthusiastically 
as ever, denouncing genocide or abortion or slavery or gender discrimination 
or welfare cheats with all their former vigor. Th ey need only say that they have 
revised their view, not about the substance, but about the status, of their con-
victions. Th ey no longer claim that their convictions mirror an external real-
ity. But they still hold these convictions with the same intensity. Th ey can be 
as willing to fi ght or even die for their beliefs as they ever  were, but now with a 
diff erence. Th ey can have their moral convictions and lose them too. Richard 
Rorty called this state of mind “irony.”

External status skepticism is therefore much more pop u lar among academic 
phi los o phers now than global internal skepticism or external error skepticism 
has ever been, and it is status skepticism that has infected contemporary intel-
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lectual life. I shall therefore concentrate on that form of skepticism, but I 
mean my arguments in the next few chapters to embrace all forms of external 
skepticism and, indeed, all forms of what might seem the opposite view: that 
we can have external, nonmoral reasons for believing that our moral opinions 
can be true. (Because the latter claim is often called philosophical “realism,” I 
will sometimes refer to those who hold it as “realists.”) Philosophy can neither 
impeach nor validate any value judgment while standing wholly outside that 
judgment’s domain. Internal skepticism is the only skeptical game in town. 
Perhaps it is neither true nor false that abortion is wicked or that the American 
Constitution condemns all racial preference or that Beethoven was a greater 
creative artist than Picasso. But if so, this is not because there can be no right 
answer to such questions for reasons prior or external to value, but because that 
is the right answer internally, as a matter of sound moral or legal or aesthetic 
judgment. (I explore that possibility in Chapter 5.) We  can’t be skeptical about 
any domain of value all the way down.

Disappointment?

I have tried to answer the two questions that I said give people pause about 
the ordinary view: What makes a moral judgment true? When are we justi-
fi ed in thinking a moral judgment true? My answer to the fi rst is that moral 
judgments are made true, when they are true, by an adequate moral argu-
ment for their truth. Of course that invites the further question: What makes 
a moral argument adequate? Th e answer must be: a further moral argument 
for its adequacy. And so forth. Th at is not to say that a moral judgment is 
made true by the arguments that are in fact made for it: these arguments may 
not be adequate. Nor that it is made true by its consistency with other moral 
judgments. I argue in Chapter 6 that coherence is a necessary but not a suf-
fi cient condition of truth. We can say nothing more helpful than what I just 
said: a moral judgment is made true by an adequate case for its truth.

When are we justifi ed in supposing a moral judgment true? My answer: 
when we are justifi ed in thinking that our arguments for holding it true are 
adequate arguments. Th at is, we have exactly the reasons for thinking we are 
right in our convictions that we have for thinking our convictions right. Th is 
may seem unhelpful, because it supplies no in de pen dent verifi cation. You 
might be reminded of Wittgenstein’s newspaper reader who doubted what he 
read and so bought another copy to check. However, he did not act responsibly, 
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and we can. We can ask whether we have thought about the moral issues in 
the right way. What way is that? I off er an answer in Chapter 6. But I empha-
size there, again, that a theory of moral responsibility is itself a moral theory: 
it is part of the same overall moral theory as the opinions whose responsibil-
ity it is meant to check. Is it reasoning in a circle to answer the question of rea-
sons in that way? Yes, but no more circular than the reliance we place on part 
of our science to compose a theory of scientifi c method to check our science.

Th ese answers to the two ancient questions will strike many readers as dis-
appointing. I believe there are two reasons for this attitude, one a mistake and 
the other an encouragement. First the mistake: my answers disappoint because 
the ancient questions seem to expect a diff erent kind of answer. Th ey expect 
answers that step outside morality to fi nd a nonmoral account of moral truth 
and moral responsibility. But that expectation is confused: it rests on a failure 
to grasp the in de pen dence of morality and other dimensions of value. Any 
theory about what makes a moral conviction true or what are good reasons 
for accepting it must be itself a moral theory and therefore must include a 
moral premise or presupposition. Phi los o phers have long demanded a moral 
theory that is not a moral theory. But if we want a genuine moral ontology or 
epistemology, we must construct it from within morality. Do you want some-
thing more? I hope to show you that you do not even know what more you 
could want. I hope you will come to fi nd these initial answers not disappoint-
ing but illuminating.

Th e second, more encouraging, explanation for your dissatisfaction is that 
my answers are too abstract and compressed: they point to but do not pro-
vide the further moral theory we need. Th e suggestion that a scientifi c propo-
sition is true if it matches reality is actually as circular and opaque as my two 
answers. It seems more helpful because we off er it against the background of 
a huge and impressive science that gives the idea of matching reality substan-
tial content: we think we know how to decide whether a piece of chemistry 
does that trick. We need the same structure and complexity for a moral on-
tology or a moral epistemology: we need much more than the bare claim that 
morality is made true by adequate argument. We need a further theory about 
the structure of adequate arguments. We need not just the idea of moral re-
sponsibility but some account of what that is.

Th ese are projects for Part Two. I argue there that we should treat moral 
reasoning as a form of interpretive reasoning and that we can achieve moral 
responsibility only by aiming at the most comprehensive account we can 
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achieve of a larger system of value in which our moral opinions fi gure. Th at 
interpretive goal provides the structure of adequate argument. It defi nes moral 
responsibility. It does not guarantee that the arguments we construct in that 
way are adequate; it does not guarantee moral truth. But when we fi nd our 
arguments adequate, after that kind of comprehensive refl ection, we have 
earned the right to live by them. What stops us, then, from claiming that we 
are certain they are true? Only our sense, confi rmed by wide experience, that 
better interpretive arguments may be found. We must take care to respect the 
distance between responsibility and truth. But we cannot explain that dis-
tance except by appealing once again to the idea of good and better argu-
ment. We cannot escape from morality’s in de pen dence, no matter how stren-
uously we struggle. Every eff ort we make to fi nd a trap door out of morality 
confi rms that we do not yet understand what morality is.



An Important Claim

In Chapter 1 I said that moral skepticism is itself a moral position. Th at is an 
important claim that has been and will be severely challenged. If it is true, 
then external skepticism defeats itself. An external error skeptic holds that all 
moral judgments are objectively false, and an external status skeptic that 
moral judgments do not even purport to be true. Each contradicts himself if 
his own skeptical judgment is itself a moral judgment; surely he must claim 
truth for his own philosophical position. So the philosophical leverage of my 
claim is very great, both in general and for the further arguments of this part 
of the book. Even most phi los o phers who insist that moral judgments can be 
true or false will disagree with that claim. I must therefore take some care in 
explaining and defending it.

You might think it Pickwickean to insist that a philosophical statement 
that denies the existence of moral properties itself makes a moral claim. You 
might off er these analogies: the observation that astrology is bunk is not itself 
an astrological claim, and atheism is not a religious stance. Th at depends, how-
ever, on how we choose to defi ne these categories. If we defi ne an astrological 
judgment as one that asserts or presupposes some planetary infl uence on hu-
man lives, then the proposition that astrology is bunk, which denies any such 
infl uence, is not an astrological judgment. However, if we defi ne an astrological 
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judgment as one that describes the character and extent of planetary infl u-
ence, then the statement that there is no such infl uence is indeed an astrologi-
cal judgment. If we defi ne a religious position as one that presupposes the 
existence of one or more divine beings, then atheism is not a religious position. 
But if we defi ne it as one that off ers an opinion about the existence or proper-
ties of divine beings, then atheism certainly is a religious position.

Cosmology is a domain of thought: it is a part of science more broadly 
understood. We can ask: What is true and false in that domain? What is true 
or false, that is, cosmologically speaking? Skepticism about astrology and 
God stake out answers to that question: they speak to the issue of what there 
is among the forces of our universe. We could hardly say, “Since we are athe-
ists, we insist that nothing is true, cosmologically speaking.” We have off ered, 
in our atheism, an opinion about what is true in that domain. Morality is 
also a domain. Its topics, we might say, include these questions: Do people have 
any categorical responsibilities to other people— responsibilities, that is, that 
do not depend on what they want or think? If so, what categorical responsi-
bilities do they have? Someone takes a position on these issues when he declares 
that the rich have a duty to help the poor. Someone  else takes a contrary posi-
tion when he denies that the rich have any such obligation because, he says, 
the poor have brought their poverty on themselves. A third person takes a 
broader form of that second position if he declares that no one ever has a moral 
obligation because moral obligations could be created only by a god and there 
is no god. A fourth person argues that no one ever has a moral obligation be-
cause there are no queer entities that could constitute a moral obligation. Th e 
latter two skeptics off er diff erent kinds of reasons, but the state of aff airs each 
claims to hold is the same. Th e content of the two claims— what the diff erent 
skeptics claim to be the case, morally speaking— is the same. Both of them, not 
just the third, make a moral claim and so cannot consistently declare that no 
moral claim is true. Compare: we may say that no claim anyone makes about 
the shape or color of unicorns is true because there are no unicorns. But we 
 can’t then declare that no proposition of unicorn zoology can be true.

As I said in Chapter 1, moral phi los o phers have characteristically insisted 
on a fundamental distinction between moral judgments and philosophical 
judgments about moral judgments. Russ Shafer- Landau claims that the dis-
tinction is evident in other fi elds. “We are not doing mathematics when we 
ask about the ontology of numbers. We can stand apart from theological 
disputes and still query the basic assumptions of religious doctrine.” But 
many phi los o phers of mathematics do think we are doing mathematics when 
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we declare that numbers exist. And we certainly do not stand apart from 
religious dispute when we insist that there is no god. On the contrary, we 
stand at the center of that dispute. Th e distinction that phi los o phers like 
Shafer- Landau have in mind is at best semantic. Consider: “Victims of auto-
mobile accidents cannot recover compensation unless someone has been neg-
ligent” and “Tort law enforces the no- liability- without- fault doctrine.” Th e 
second statement is in a sense about statements like the fi rst, but it is never-
theless itself a legal judgment. We can treat skeptical moral theories as theories 
about more detailed moral judgments in the same way, but they are neverthe-
less moral judgments as well. Shafer- Landau adds, “We can leave our gram-
mar books aside and still ask about whether grammatical facility is innate.” 
Yes, because the latter question is biological, not grammatical. No view of 
biology disagrees with any opinion about correct grammar. But there is noth-
ing  else for moral skepticism to be but moral.

Some phi los o phers have found what they take to be a mistake in my argu-
ment: I suff er from a mental block, they believe, about the possibilities of nega-
tion. An external skeptic, on their view, declares that acts are neither morally 
required nor forbidden nor permitted. Surely that does not stake out a moral 
position but instead refuses to make any moral claim at all. So I am wrong, 
they say, to suppose that external skepticism is itself a moral position.

Consider this conversation:

a: Abortion is morally wicked: we always in all circumstances have a 
categorical reason— a reason that does not depend on what anyone 
wants or thinks— to prevent and condemn it.

b: On the contrary. In some circumstances abortion is morally required. 
Single teenage mothers with no resources have a categorical reason 
to abort.

c: You are both wrong. Abortion is never either morally required or 
morally forbidden. No one has a categorical reason either way. It is 
always permissible and never mandatory, like cutting your fi ngernails.

d:  You are all three wrong. Abortion is never either morally forbidden or 
morally required or morally permissible.

A, B, and C make moral claims. Does D? Because it is unclear what he could 
mean by his mysterious claim, we ask him to elaborate.

He might say, fi rst, “Any proposition that assumes the existence of some-
thing that does not exist is false. Or (as I sometimes think) neither true nor 
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false. A, B, and C are all assuming that moral duties exist. But no such thing 
exists, so none of them is making a true statement.” D has fallen victim to 
morons— or rather the lack of them. If there are morons, and morons make 
moral claims true or false, then we might imagine that morons, like quarks, 
have colors. An act is forbidden only if there are red morons in the neighbor-
hood, required only if there are green ones, and permissible only if there are 
yellow ones. So D declares that, because there are no morons at all, abortion 
is neither forbidden, nor required, nor permissible. His assumption that there 
are no morons, he insists, is not itself a moral claim. It is a claim of physics or 
metaphysics. But he has seriously misunderstood the conversational situa-
tion. A, B, and C have each made a claim about what reasons of a certain 
kind— categorical reasons— people do or do not have. D’s claim that no du-
ties exist means that no one ever has a reason of that kind. So perforce he 
expresses a moral position; he agrees with C and cannot say, without contra-
diction, that what C says is false (or neither true nor false).

D might say: “A, B, and C are each relying on the existence of morons to 
sustain their claim.” But they are doing no such thing. Even if A thinks there 
are morons, he would not cite their existence and color as arguments in his 
favor. He has very diff erent kinds of arguments: that abortion insults the 
dignity of human life, for instance. But once again, to be generous to D, let 
us assume that A, B, and C are unusual and would cite morons as arguments. 
Th at  doesn’t help D’s case. What matters is not the arguments that the trio 
make but what they take to be the conclusion of those arguments. To repeat: 
each makes a claim about the categorical reasons people do or do not have 
with respect to abortion. Th e upshot of D’s various arguments, what ever they 
are, is a claim of the same kind. He thinks there are no such reasons and 
therefore disagrees with A and B and agrees with C. He makes a much more 
general claim than C does, but his claim includes C’s. He has taken a posi-
tion on a moral issue: he has taken a substantive, fi rst- order, moral stance.

Now D corrects himself. “I should not have said that the claims of A, B, 
and C are false, or that they are neither true nor false. I should have said that 
they make no sense at all: I cannot understand what they could mean by 
claiming or denying categorical reasons. It’s all gibberish to me.” People often 
say that some proposition makes no sense when they mean only that it is silly 
or obviously wrong. If that is what D now means, he has not changed his 
approach; he has just added emphasis. What  else might he mean? He might 
mean that he believes the others contradict themselves, claiming something 
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impossible, as if they claimed to see a square circle on a park bench. Th at 
changes his argument but not his conclusion. If he thinks that categorical 
reasons are impossible, then once again he thinks that no one has a categori-
cal reason for anything. He still takes a moral stand. One more try. Perhaps 
he means that he fi nds what the others say literally incomprehensible. He 
concedes that they seem to have a concept he lacks; he  can’t translate what 
they say into a language he understands. Of course that is preposterous: he 
knows very well what A, B, and C mean to say about people’s moral respon-
sibilities. But if he insists that he  doesn’t understand, he ceases to be a skeptic 
of any kind. I  can’t be a skeptic in a language I  can’t understand.

Th e message of all this seems clear. When you make a statement about 
what moral responsibilities people have, you are declaring how things stand— 
morally speaking. Th ere is no way out of or around the in de pen dence of value. 
Now, however, suppose that D replies in a very diff erent way. “I mean that 
the arguments on both sides of the abortion issue are so evenly balanced that 
there is no right answer to the question whether abortion is forbidden or re-
quired or permissible. Any such claim assumes that the arguments for its 
position are stronger than those for the other, and that is false.” In Chapter 5 
I emphasize the diff erence between being uncertain about the right answer to 
some question and believing that there is no right answer— that the issue is 
indeterminate. D, in this new elaboration, has indeterminacy in mind: that 
is why he says that all the other positions are false, not just unpersuasive. His 
position is now obviously a substantive moral claim. He does disagree, fi -
nally, with C as well as A and B, but he disagrees with them all because he 
holds a fourth moral opinion. He assesses the strength of the three moral 
opinions and fi nds none of them stronger than either of the others. Th at is a 
form of skepticism, but it is internal skepticism.

Hume’s Principle

If, as I argue, any moral skepticism is itself a substantive moral claim, then 
external moral skepticism contradicts itself in the way I said. It also violates 
the principle of moral epistemology I called Hume’s principle. Th is holds that 
no series of propositions about how the world is, as a matter of scientifi c or 
metaphysical fact, can provide a successful case on its own— without some 
value judgment hidden in the interstices— for any conclusion about what 
ought to be the case. Hume’s principle seems to me obviously true. Consider 
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this attempt to violate it. “Jack is in great pain and you could easily help him. 
Th erefore, just for that reason, you have a moral duty to help him.” If this is 
a good argument, just as it stands, then some principle about what makes an 
argument a good one must be at work. What is that principle? It cannot be 
any form of induction or generalization, because these would assume that 
you have had a moral duty in the past, which is a moral assumption. It can-
not be a principle of deduction or semantic entailment. It needs something 
more, and that must be something— a hidden premise or an assumption 
about the nature of good moral reasoning— that is infused with moral force.

Yes, the fact that someone standing before you is evidently in great pain 
does seem by itself a reason why you ought to help him if you can. Nothing 
more needs to be said. But I assume you think this because you unselfcon-
sciously accept, as something that goes without saying, a general responsibil-
ity to help people in grave need when you easily can. Suppose you make it 
explicit that you are not relying on any such background moral assumption. 
You declare that you have no view one way or the other about any general re-
sponsibility to help people in pain in circumstances just like these. You simply 
insist that in this par tic u lar case the pain before you, on its own, without any 
further assumption of that kind, imposes a moral responsibility on you. Your 
point then becomes not obvious but opaque.

Some phi los o phers have off ered a diff erent objection. Hume’s principle, 
they agree, does show that a set of nonmoral facts cannot, on their own, estab-
lish a moral claim. But it  doesn’t follow that nonmoral facts cannot, on their 
own, undermine a moral claim. So external skepticism, which seeks only to 
undermine, may succeed in spite of Hume’s principle. But this rescue fails if, 
as I claim, skepticism is itself a moral position. Undermining the moral claim 
that people have a duty not to cheat is the same as establishing the moral 
claim that it isn’t true that they have that duty. Hume’s principle has been 
challenged in other ways; I fi nd these challenges all unsuccessful.

Of course, Hume’s principle does not outlaw the many disciplines— 
sociology, psychology, primatology, ge ne tics, po liti cal science, and common 
sense— that study morality as a social and psychological phenomenon. Nor 
does it outlaw what I take to be at least part of Hume’s own project: the natu-
ral history of moral sentiment and conviction. We can learn a great deal 
about morality and ourselves by attending to facts about what is and has been. 
We can speculate about why certain moral convictions are pop u lar in some 
cultures and communities though not in others, about the varied forms of 
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infl uence and pressure that have proved eff ective in perpetuating these con-
victions as social norms, about when and how children become sensitive to 
moral claim and censure, about why certain moral opinions are near univer-
sal among human beings, and about how the economic circumstances of a 
community, among other factors, correlate with the content of moral convic-
tions current there.

Th ese are all important and fascinating questions, and they have of course 
been set out much more precisely than I have just done. I distinguish them 
all, however, from the question before us now, the question that is usually of 
much greater interest to most of us: Which moral opinions are true? Hume’s 
principle applies only to this latter question. Th is crucial distinction between 
moral judgments and descriptive studies about morality is sometimes ob-
scured by an ambiguity in the idea of explanation. People ask: How can we 
explain morality? Th at might be understood as calling for the kind of factual 
explanation I just described. It might invite, for example, a neo- Darwinian 
account of the rise of certain practices among higher primates and early human 
beings. On the other hand it might call for a justifi cation of moral practices 
and institutions. Justifi cation is what someone has in mind who demands, in an 
angry tone, “Explain yourself!”

Error Skepticism

If external skepticism is itself a moral position, then it contradicts itself. Ex-
ternal error skepticism seems most immediately vulnerable because it holds 
that all moral claims are false. Error skeptics might revise their view, however, 
to hold only that all positive moral judgments are false. Positive moral judg-
ments, they might say, are those that off er guidance for action or approval: 
these include judgments that some action is morally required or forbidden, 
that some situation or person is morally good or bad, that someone has a moral 
virtue or vice, and so forth. Th ey might call the alternatives to such claims— 
that some situation is neither good nor bad but morally neutral, or that some 
person is to be neither praised nor criticized for some trait of his character— 
negative moral judgments. But, as I said earlier, these are still moral judg-
ments. Th ey are as much moral judgments as the proposition that the law 
neither requires nor forbids drinking wine is a legal judgment. Error skepti-
cism so revised would therefore be an example of global internal skepticism. 
It would have the same content, for instance, as the theory that God is the 
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only possible author of moral duty and that he does not exist. An error skep-
tic might hope to rely on some argument parallel to that one: that only queer 
entities can impose moral duties and that there are no queer entities. I con-
sider that odd claim in the next chapter. Or he might rely on two other famil-
iar arguments that I consider now. We must inspect these, however, as argu-
ments for an internal, not an external, skepticism.

Diversity

John Mackie, the most prominent recent error skeptic, argued that positive 
moral claims must be false because people disagree about which of them are 
true. His so cio log i cal assumptions are largely correct. Moral diversity is some-
times exaggerated: the degree of convergence over basic moral matters through-
out history is both striking and predictable. But people do disagree about 
important matters, like affi  rmative action, abortion, and social justice, even 
within par tic u lar cultures. Does that show that we actually have no moral 
 duties or responsibilities at all?

Of course it should give us pause that others disagree with what we fi nd so 
plain. How can I be sure that I am right when others, who seem just as intelli-
gent and sensitive, deny that I am? But we cannot take the fact of disagreement 
itself to count as an argument that our moral convictions are mistaken. We 
would not count the popularity of any of our other convictions as evidence 
for their truth. Th e fact that almost everyone thinks that lying is sometimes 
permissible  doesn’t provide any reason at all for thinking that it is. Why then 
should we count disagreement about some opinion as evidence against its 
truth? Mackie and other skeptics have only one response to that sensible 
question. Th ey take diversity to prove that moral conviction is not caused by 
moral truth. If it  were, we would expect less disagreement. Suppose millions 
of people claimed to have seen unicorns but disagreed wildly about their color, 
size, and shape. We would discount their evidence. If there  were unicorns, 
and people had seen them, the actual properties of the beast would have caused 
more uniform reports.

I argue, in the next chapter, that error skeptics are right to deny that moral 
truth causes moral conviction. People’s personal histories, rather than any 
encounters with moral truth, cause their convictions. If so, some combina-
tion of convergence and diversity is exactly what we should expect. People’s 
personal histories have a very great deal in common, starting with the human 
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genome. Th eir situation, everywhere and always, is such that they are very 
likely to think that murder for private gain is wrong, for instance. But these 
histories also have a great deal not in common: the habitats, economies, and 
religions of people diff er in ways that also make it predictable that they will 
disagree about morality too. In any case, because diversity is just a matter of 
anthropological fact, it cannot on its own show that all positive moral judg-
ments are false. People, in their diversity, must still decide what is true, and 
this is a matter of the justifi cation of conviction, not the best explanation of 
either convergence or divergence.

Morals and Motives

Mackie also said that positive moral judgments presuppose, as part of what 
they mean, an extraordinary claim: that when people come to hold a true 
positive moral opinion, they are just for that reason motivated to act in what-
ever way it commands. So if it is true that you ought not to cheat on your 
income tax, your coming to accept that truth must have the consequence 
that you feel drawn as by a magnet to report your income and deductions 
accurately. But that is, as Mackie put it, a “queer” consequence. In other do-
mains, just accepting a fact  doesn’t automatically carry any motivating force: 
even if I accept that there is poison in a glass in front of me, I might, in certain 
circumstances, feel no reluctance to drink it. If moral propositions are diff erent 
in this striking way— if belief about a moral fact carries an automatic moti-
vational charge— then this must be because moral entities have a special 
and unique kind of magnetic force. Th e idea of an “objective good,” Mackie 
said, is queer because it supposes that “objective good would be sought by 
anyone who was acquainted with it, not because of any contingent fact that 
this person, or every person, is so constituted that he desires this end, but just 
because the end has to- be- pursuedness somehow built into it. Similarly, if there 
 were objective principles of right and wrong, any wrong (possible) course of 
action would have not- to- be- doneness somehow built into it.”

It is unclear how we should understand these supposedly lethal meta phors. 
We should certainly agree that there are no morons with automatic coercive 
moral force. But why should we think it follows that torture is not morally 
wrong? We might be driven to that conclusion if we held the theory of moral 
responsibility I just mentioned: that no positive moral opinion is justifi ed un-
less that opinion has been produced by direct contact with some moral— and 
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motivating— truth. We consider that theory, as I said, in the next chapter. 
In any case, however, it seems that Mackie misunderstood the connection 
that people think holds between morality and motivation. He thought that 
people suppose that true positive moral judgments move them to act as the 
judgment directs. If they did think that, then they would indeed be presup-
posing a strange kind of moral force. In fact, however, people who fi nd some 
automatic connection between moral conviction and motivation think 
this connection holds for false as well as true convictions. Th ey think that 
anyone who really believes that he is morally required not to walk under ladders 
will feel constrained not to walk under them. It is conviction, not truth, that 
supposedly carries the motivational surge. So it cannot be a matter of queer 
entities.

Morals and Reasons

Th ere is another, now more fashionable, argument for external error skepti-
cism. It begins by noticing a crucial assumption of the ordinary view: that 
the wrongness of an act gives people a categorical reason— a reason that does 
not depend on their own desires and preferences— to avoid it. I relied on that 
connection between morals and reasons just now in explaining why D, in the 
last invented discussion, really does disagree with A. A believes that people 
have a categorical reason not to countenance or assist abortion. D believes 
there are no categorical reasons, and therefore that what A says is false.

Some phi los o phers believe that D’s position follows just from what it is to 
have a reason. Th ere is an essential internal connection, they insist, between 
having a reason and having a desire. You  can’t have a reason to do something 
unless you have a genuine desire (I mean a desire that you would have or re-
tain even if you thought consistently and  were well informed) that doing it 
would help to satisfy. So the idea of a categorical reason— a reason you have 
even if it matches no genuine desire— makes no sense at all. Because moral 
judgments assert or presuppose categorical reasons, they are all false.

On that view of what having a reason means, Stalin had no reason not to 
murder his colleagues. But should we accept that view? Bernard Williams 
argued for it by proposing this test: If someone has a reason to do something, 
that reason must be at least potentially capable of explaining how he be-
haves. If I know that you want to help the starving poor, I can explain why 
you contributed to UNICEF by citing that desire. But if you don’t want to 
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help the poor and so don’t contribute, I  can’t say that you had a reason to help 
them, because attributing that reason to you  couldn’t explain how you acted. 
Because Stalin had no desire to spare his former colleagues, we  couldn’t ex-
plain any of his actions by attributing to him any reason to spare them. So, on 
Williams’s view, we must concede that he had no reason not to murder them.

But nothing requires us to adopt Williams’s test, so nothing requires us 
to accept that people only have the reasons that serve their desires. We might 
adopt an alternative view: we might say that someone has a reason to murder 
his colleagues if (but only if) doing that would be good for him. Th en it would 
not automatically follow that someone has a reason to murder whenever mur-
der would suit his aims, because it might be that a career of murder would 
not in fact be good for him. Th is alternative view would not automatically 
support Williams’s test. But it would not automatically contradict that test 
either. Th e alternative view would make everything turn on a further, ethical 
issue. What, in general, is good for a person? Even if we accepted the alterna-
tive view, we might nevertheless insist that the only thing that is good for a 
person is to have his genuine desires satisfi ed. We would then accept some-
thing like Williams’s view of what it is to have a reason. But we might, on the 
contrary, think that it is good for a person to live with decency and self- 
respect, and that, what ever Stalin thought, his brutality was bad for him. Th e 
alternative view, that is, ties questions of rationality to questions of ethical 
theory.

How shall we decide which view of what it is to have a reason is correct— 
Williams’s view, which automatically ties reasons to desires, or the alternative 
view that does not? Should we treat this as only a question of linguistic usage, 
to be decided, that is, by identifying the correct or standard use of that phrase? 
But there is no correct or standard use. We do sometimes use the phrase in an 
instrumental sense that might seem to support Williams’s account. We say 
that because Stalin wanted to consolidate his power, he had a reason to mur-
der potential rivals. But we also use it in the contrary way: it is hardly a lin-
guistic mistake to say that people always have a reason to do the right thing. 
Shall we say, then, that the philosophical disagreement is only illusory? Th at 
because we can sensibly use the phrase “has a reason” in diff erent senses, phi-
los o phers do not really disagree? Th at the choice can therefore have nothing to 
do with an important philosophical issue like error skepticism? But then why 
 haven’t phi los o phers spotted their mistake long ago? Why does the debate still 
seem real and important to them?
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If the debate is not illusory, and if it is not about standard usage, then 
what is it about? In Chapter 8 I describe a class of concepts— I call these “inter-
pretive concepts”— that we share in spite of disagreeing about which under-
standing of the concept is best. We argue for one conception over others by 
constructing a theory to show why our favored conception best captures the 
value locked in the concept. Conceptual theories are of course controversial; 
this explains why diff erent conceptions compete in both ordinary and philo-
sophical usage. Th e concept of having a reason is an interpretive concept. 
We cannot usefully answer questions that turn on which conception is best, 
like the question whether Stalin had a reason not to purge his colleagues, by 
just declaring a defi nition one way or another and then drawing our answer 
from that defi nition. We must construct a larger structure of diff erent kinds 
of value into which a conception of rationality fi ts— a structure that justifi es 
a par tic u lar conception or understanding of what it is to have a reason.

Th at larger structure must answer the question, among others, why a per-
son should care about what he has reason to do. But that is a normative ques-
tion, not a psychological or motivational one; it asks not whether a person 
does care but whether he should care. A conception of rationality would be a 
poor one— it could serve no justifying purpose— if it declared that someone 
has a reason to get what he wants even if getting it would be bad for him. So 
an ethical theory— a theory about what is good or bad for people— must be 
part of a successful theory of reasons and rationality: the alternative concep-
tion I described, which ties rationality to ethics, is therefore a better con-
ception. Later in this book, in Parts Th ree and Four, I argue for a par tic u lar 
ethics and then for an interpretive connection between ethics and morality. If 
I am right, then someone who lives as Stalin did has a bad life: his life is bad 
for him even if he does not recognize that it is. Williams had a diff erent ethi-
cal theory. He thought that what is good or bad for people depends only on 
what they genuinely want. He was skeptical about any more- objective ethical 
or moral truth, and he therefore denied the possibility of categorical reasons. I 
believe, and will argue, that there are objective ethical truths and therefore that 
there are indeed categorical reasons. In any case, a phi los o pher cannot prop-
erly argue for external error skepticism by assuming that there are no categori-
cal reasons. He must argue in the opposite direction: he can deny categorical 
reasons only if he has already and in de pen dently embraced an error skepticism 
about ethics.
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Status Skepticism

Two Versions

Status skepticism is pop u lar, I said, because it does not ask us to pretend we 
are abandoning convictions that we cannot actually abandon. It encourages 
us to keep our convictions and give up only bad metaphysics. Th e long argu-
ments between status skeptics and their opponents, and among status skep-
tics about which form of their view is most persuasive, now dominate what is 
called “meta- ethics” in academic philosophy. I will not try to describe or assess 
this literature  here. I want to focus on a diff erent question: Is status skepti-
cism a distinct and available position at all?

It is available, even as a position to contest, only if we can establish a dis-
tinction between what the two following judgments mean or come to: fi rst, 
that torture is always wrong, and second, that the wrongness of torture is a 
matter of objective truth that does not depend on anyone’s attitudes. If the 
second, supposedly philosophical, judgment is only a wordy restatement of 
the fi rst concededly moral one, then no one can coherently embrace the fi rst 
without the second and status skepticism is a bust from the start. It is hardly 
obvious that the necessary diff erence can be found between the two claims. 
It would certainly seem odd for someone fi rst to insist that torture is wrong 
and then to declare that what he had just said is not true. It  doesn’t help to 
insist, as many status skeptics do, that the fi rst- order judgment that torture is 
wrong is only the projection of an attitude and not really a judgment at all. If 
it is, then why isn’t status skepticism just the projection of the opposite atti-
tude and not a philosophical position at all?

Th at is the challenge status skeptics face. I believe the challenge fatal to all 
forms of that view. But status skeptics have tried to meet the challenge in at 
least two— contrary—ways. (1) Some take the challenge at face value. Th ey 
insist that there is indeed a suffi  cient diff erence established in linguistic prac-
tice between the two speech acts— embracing a moral conviction and de-
scribing that conviction as true— so that there is no contradiction, logical or 
emotional, in performing the fi rst of these speech acts while condemning 
the second. Th e fi rst act is an engaged, fi rst- order projection of emotion. Th e 
second is a mistaken, second- order philosophical judgment. (2) Other status 
skeptics concede that there is no such diff erence between the two speech acts 
as these occur in ordinary discourse; they agree that in ordinary speech 
someone would contradict himself if he declared that torture is always wrong 
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but then added that what he had just said is not really true. But they insist on 
a diff erence between two enterprises or language games: ordinary speech and 
philosophical speech. Th e status skeptic, according to this second defense, 
occupies himself in the language game of philosophical speech, and within 
that game he is privileged to say that the moral judgments people rightly call 
true in ordinary speech are not true in philosophical speech. So in ordinary 
life a status skeptic may declare with undiminished enthusiasm that tor-
ture is wrong and that its wrongness is a matter of objective moral truth. 
Th en in philosophical speech he may consistently declare that both those 
opinions are only projections of emotion on a morally inert universe. Th e speech- 
act version of external skepticism was long pop u lar: it dominated moral 
philosophy for de cades. It grew steadily harder to defend, however, and the 
two- language- games version is in fashion now. We should consider the two 
strategies in turn.

Speech- Act Skeptics: Th e Challenge

I am speaking at length about abortion. I begin: “Abortion is morally wrong.” 
Th en, drawing breath, I add a variety of other claims set out in the rest of this 
paragraph. “What I just said about abortion was not just venting my emo-
tions or describing or expressing or projecting my own or anyone  else’s atti-
tudes or my own or anyone  else’s commitment to rules or plans. My claims 
about the immorality of abortion are really, objectively, true. Th ey describe 
what morality, quite apart from anyone’s impulses and emotions, really de-
mands. Th ey would still be true, that is, even if no one but me thought them 
true— indeed, even if I didn’t think them true. Th ey are universal and they 
are absolute. Th ey are part of the fabric of the universe, resting, as they do, on 
timeless, universal truths about what is fundamentally and intrinsically right 
or wrong. Th ey are reports, that is, of how things really are out there in an 
in de pen dent moral reality. Th ey describe, in short, real moral facts.”

Call all the statements I made after drawing breath my “further claims.” 
Th ese further claims declare mind- independent moral truth in what seems 
an increasingly emphatic way. So there must be some red fl ag buried within 
them to draw a speech- act skeptic’s attention; there must be something in 
them he wants to deny. But my further claims also appear themselves to be 
moral claims. If so, and he denies them, he makes a moral claim as well. If 
he says that my claims are just projections of my emotions, he has tarred his 



 i n  de  pe n  de nc e

own brush: his own philosophical claims become only emotional outbursts 
as well.

He must fi nd some way to understand my further claims as stating or 
presupposing some factual or metaphysical thesis so he can deny that thesis 
without self- destruction. But that seems diffi  cult, because the most natural way 
to understand my further claims is precisely as moral claims— albeit particu-
larly heated ones. Someone who thinks that abortion is always and deeply 
wrong might well say, in an enthusiastic moment, “It is a fundamental moral 
truth that abortion is always wrong.” Th at would be only an emphatic re-
statement of his substantive position. Some of the other further claims do 
seem to add something to the original claim, but only by substituting more 
precise fi rst- order moral judgments for it. People who use the adverbs “objec-
tively” and “really” in a moral context usually mean to clarify their opinions 
in a par tic u lar way— to distinguish the opinions so qualifi ed from other 
opinions that they regard as “subjective” or just a matter of taste, like a distaste 
for soccer or mustard. Th e claim that abortion is objectively wrong seems 
equivalent in ordinary discourse to another of my further claims: that abor-
tion would still be wrong even if no one thought it was. Th at further claim, 
read most naturally, is just another way of emphasizing the content of the 
original moral claim, of emphasizing, once again, that I mean that abortion 
is just plain wrong, not wrong only if or because people think it is.

Another of my further claims, that abortion is universally wrong, can also 
be understood as only a clarifi cation of my original moral claim. It clarifi es 
its scope by making plain that in my view abortion is wrong for everyone, no 
matter in what circumstance or culture or of what disposition or from what 
ethical or religious background. Th at is diff erent from saying simply that 
abortion is wrong or simply that it is objectively wrong. I might conceivably 
think that the wrongness of abortion is objective, since it depends on features 
of abortion and not the reactions of people to it, and yet that the wrongness 
of abortion is not universal because it is not wrong in certain kinds of com-
munities: those whose religious life supports an entirely diff erent conception 
of the sacredness of human life, perhaps. When someone says that the wrong-
ness of abortion is universal as well as objective, it is natural to understand 
him as ruling out qualifi cations of that sort.

What about my further claim that the wrongness of abortion is abso-
lute? It is most naturally translated to mean not just that abortion is always 
wrong in principle but that its wrongness is never overridden by competing 
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considerations— that it is never true, for example, that abortion is the lesser 
of two evils when a mother’s life is threatened. What about the baroque 
claims I added toward the end, about moral truths being “out there” in an in-
de pen dent “realm” or forming part of the “fabric” of the universe? Th ese are 
not things people actually say; they are invented by skeptics in order to have 
something to ridicule. But we can make suffi  cient sense of them, as things 
people might say, by understanding them as infl ated, meta phorical ways of 
repeating what some of the earlier further claims say more directly: that the 
wrongness of abortion does not depend on anyone’s thinking it wrong. What 
about my very last phrase? I spoke of moral facts, but I am most naturally 
understood not as insisting that moral particles exist but yet again as empha-
sizing that I do not mean my comments to express only a subjective taste.

None of these paraphrases helps the would- be external skeptic, because he 
contradicts his skepticism if he denies any of them. He can remain both exter-
nal and a skeptic only if he can fi nd something  else in my further claims, 
something that is not itself a moral claim and yet whose denial has skeptical 
implications. I shall call these the twin conditions of semantic in de pen dence 
and skeptical pertinence. He would fail the latter condition, for instance, if 
he said that I am assuming, in my further claims, that people all agree about 
the immorality of abortion. I am certainly not assuming that; but even if I  were, 
pointing out my mistake would have no skeptical implications. Th at people 
disagree about abortion is not, in itself, an argument against my thesis that 
abortion is in itself and always wrong. You may have begun to suspect that the 
two requirements I described, of in de pen dence and pertinence, cannot both 
be satisfi ed. Any skeptical thesis that is pertinent cannot be external.

I should, however, consider various possibilities. Th e philosophical literature 
makes one of these particularly important. A skeptic might purport to fi nd, in 
my further claims, a psychological assumption— that I formed my views about 
abortion by apprehending their truth, that the best explanation of how I came 
to think abortion wrong is that I was “in touch” with the truth of the matter. 
Th e skeptic can then deny this— he can insist that so- called moral truth can 
make no impact on a human brain— and his denial is evidently not itself a 
moral claim. It meets the condition of in de pen dence. But it fails the pertinence 
condition: it carries no skeptical force. Th e issues it raises are complex, however, 
and I devote an entire chapter— the next one— to considering them.

What  else might a speech- act skeptic fi nd either explicit or buried in my 
further claims that he can deny so as to satisfy both conditions? I consider 
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only three other possibilities because I believe these suffi  cient to reinforce 
my claim that he can fi nd nothing. I try to ignore the details of par tic u lar 
schools and the arguments and refi nements of par tic u lar writers, though I 
include notes about some of them.

Semantic Expressivism

First we must set aside semantic claims. Some status skeptics insist that when 
ordinary people declare that torture is morally wrong, they themselves intend 
only to express their own attitudes: they actually mean nothing more than to 
turn their thumbs down on the practice. Th at semantic story seems obviously 
wrong. What ordinary people mean when they say that torture is wrong is 
that torture is wrong. No restatement of what they mean can be as accurate. 
But these skeptical phi los o phers do not really doubt that: the semantics they 
invent are only the second act of their dramas. Th ey fi rst try to show that 
moral judgments make no sense if we take them at face value, that there is 
nothing for them to describe. Th en they off er their new semantic theory to 
reinstate moral judgment as a sensible activity. If we reject the fi rst act of the 
drama, we have no need of that next, reforming step. In any case, however, as 
I have already said, the arguments of this chapter cannot turn on these seman-
tic issues. If a phi los o pher’s supposedly second- order philosophical judgment 
is actually a fi rst- order moral judgment, and if we take fi rst- order judgments 
to be only spleen- venting occasions, then we must take the same view of 
the phi los o pher’s own activities. We need to concentrate only on the drama’s 
fi rst act.

Morals and Motives Again

Some speech- act skeptics insist that the close connection between moral judg-
ments and motives I mentioned earlier shows that moral judgments cannot 
be beliefs, and so cannot be true or false, because beliefs cannot provide mo-
tives by themselves. I may believe that aspirin will relieve my pain, but it 
 doesn’t follow that I am in any way inclined to take aspirin. I will feel that 
urge only if I have an in de pen dent desire that my pain cease. So if moral judg-
ments do provide motives by themselves, they cannot be beliefs. We need a 
second act in which we declare them just emotional outbursts or declarations 
of some desire or plan; it is the emotion or desire or plan that supplies the near- 
automatic motivation we fi nd.
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Th is simple- sounding argument hides a great variety of complexities, re-
fi nements, and defi nitions. Its fi rst step declares that moral beliefs necessar-
ily motivate. It is quite unclear, at least to me, whether this claim is meant to 
be empirical, semantic, or conceptual. Much of the debate turns, for instance, 
on whether there are any “amoralists”— people in full mental health who 
claim to hold a moral conviction but who have no inclination to act in the way 
it directs. Is this a question of whether people with a certain personality in 
fact exist, and in what numbers? Or whether it would be a mistake to say of 
such a person that he really believes the conviction he endorses but ignores? 
If the latter, would that be a conceptual mistake, because being motivated is 
part of what it means to have a moral belief? Or semantic because our best 
linguistic rules for attributing moral beliefs to people rule this out? If you are 
tempted to ponder these issues, bear in mind Richard of Gloucester, who, 
descanting on his own deformity, declared, “I am determined to prove a vil-
lain” and counted his own plans “subtle, false and treacherous.” He  wasn’t 
vowing just to do what others think villainous but to do what was, in his own 
view, villainous.

Th e argument’s crucial second step assumes another postulate also named 
after Hume, the eponymous father of so much doctrine. If moral convictions 
do automatically carry at least some weak motivational charge, then these con-
victions cannot express beliefs but can only testify to desires. Th is seems only 
dogma captured in an antique psychology. We often take behavior into ac-
count in deciding what beliefs people hold. Someone professes a fervent belief 
in an all- powerful and good god but does not refl ect that conviction, even in 
the most marginal ways, in how he lives. Or declares all superstition rot but 
takes great trouble not to walk under a ladder or in a path crossed by a black cat. 
We are likely to say in either case that he does not believe what he says he does. 
But not that supposed beliefs about a god or magic are not really beliefs, that 
no one really believes in a god or rejects superstition.

Here is another pop u lar argument supposed to show that moral judg-
ments cannot express belief. Beliefs and desires, it is said, diff er in their di-
rection of fi t with the world: beliefs aim to fi t the world, and desires aim that 
the world fi t them. Moral judgments aim at the latter direction of fi t, so they 
cannot express beliefs. Th is seems simply to beg the question: if moral judg-
ments express beliefs, and do not aim to fi t the world, then not all beliefs aim 
to fi t the world. In any case, moral judgments do aim to fi t the facts— the 
facts about morality. If a skeptic adjusts the distinction to say that beliefs aim 
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to fi t how things are physically or mentally, then the circularity of his argu-
ment is even more evident. So the debate about morality and motivation has 
gone, yet again, in the wrong direction. A skeptic can provide an argument 
that moral judgments do not express beliefs only by fi rst demonstrating that 
there is nothing for them to be beliefs about.

What ever natural connection we fi nd between people’s convictions about 
their moral duties and their behavior is much better explained by exploring 
a psychological question: Why do people take an interest in moral issues? If, 
as I believe, people want to live well and sense that living well includes respect-
ing their moral responsibilities, then it is wholly natural that they mainly feel 
at least some impulse to do what they think they ought to do. Th at is not 
true of everyone. Some perverse people— Richard and Milton’s Satan, for 
instance— want to know what is wrong because they take special or additional 
plea sure in doing what is wrong— doing, as Satan put it, what he should “ab-
hor.” But it is hard to see why anyone would take any interest in moral issues 
at all unless he thought that his opinions should in some way and to some de-
gree aff ect what he does next. Th e true amoralist, if he exists, would not have 
any moral convictions at all.

Notice now, moreover, that the two- step argument I fi rst described, which 
aims to show that moral judgments are not beliefs, cannot in any case help a 
status skeptic out of his diffi  culty. If my initial claim about abortion is not the 
expression of a belief, because it normally supplies a motive, then none of my 
further claims express beliefs either because they normally supply motives as 
well. It would be bizarre for someone to claim that abortion is absolutely, objec-
tively, furniture- of- the- universe wrong and then cheerfully to counsel it to his 
friends. And if none of my further claims describes a belief, then how can any 
of them be false? And if none of them can, then what philosophical mistake 
does the speech- act skeptic off er to correct? What can he be skeptical about?

Primary and Secondary Qualities

He might now claim to fi nd a diff erent philosophical assumption in my fur-
ther claims. Phi los o phers distinguish between primary qualities, which 
things have in themselves and would still have if there  were no sentient or 
intelligent creatures, such as the chemical properties of metals, and second-
ary properties, which things have in virtue of their capacity to provoke par-
tic u lar sensations or reactions in sentient or intelligent creatures. Th e disgust-
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ingness of rotten eggs, for example, is a secondary property: it consists only in 
the eggs’ capacity to provoke a sensation of disgust in most or normal people. 
A status skeptic might take my further claims to declare that moral properties 
are primary properties. Th at reading would indeed provide a thesis for him to 
reject that is in de pen dent of my initial claim. Just as someone can deny that 
disgustingness is a primary property of rotten eggs and still believe that rotten 
eggs are disgusting, so a skeptic might deny that moral wrongness is a primary 
property of abortion and still believe that abortion is evil. But this strategy 
achieves in de pen dence from my initial claim not by endorsing an external, non-
moral thesis but by embracing a diff erent fi rst- order moral claim. It fails the 
in de pen dence condition in that diff erent way.

Th e thesis that moral wrongness is a secondary property is a fi rst- order 
substantive moral judgment. Suppose social scientists discovered that, con-
trary to what you and I think, contemplating torture does not in fact outrage 
even most normal people. You would still think that torture is wicked, I as-
sume, but someone who believed that moral properties are secondary prop-
erties, so that the wrongness of torture could only consist in its disposi-
tion to outrage most normal people, would then disagree with you about that 
substantive moral issue. Even if all normal people do think that torture is 
wicked, the dispositional account of its wickedness is not neutral about mo-
rality, because it claims not just that most or normal people do react to tor-
ture in a par tic u lar way but that the wickedness of torture just consists in that 
reaction, and that further claim yields conditional or counterfactual state-
ments that are both substantive and controversial. Which conditional or coun-
terfactual claims follow from the dispositional thesis depends on the precise 
form the thesis takes; it depends, in par tic u lar, on how far and in which way 
the extension of moral properties is supposed to be fi xed by our own natural 
history. Th at does not mean that moral properties are primary. But it does 
mean that the argument over whether they are is a substantive moral dispute.

Diff erent Language Games?

Richard Rorty

Here is the state of play. I said that a status skeptic must fi nd a way to reject the 
thesis he opposes, which is that moral judgments are candidates for objec-
tive truth, without also rejecting the fi rst- order, substantive moral declarations 
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he wishes to leave standing. I described two strategies he might use. He 
might claim, fi rst, that what he rejects— one or all of my further claims— are 
second- order, philosophical claims that diff er in meaning, because they 
are diff erent kinds of speech act, from the fi rst- order substantive judgments he 
does not mean to reject. Th at is the strategy we have so far been reviewing.

We turn to the second strategy. A status skeptic might embrace rather than 
reject my further claims. He might count them all as only repetitions or varia-
tions of my initial claim about abortion and raise no objection to any of them. 
His skepticism, he might say, is confi ned to a diff erent universe of discourse; 
confi ned, in the phrase Wittgenstein made famous, to a diff erent language 
game altogether. He might explain the structure of his argument by pressing 
an analogy to the way we sometimes talk about fi ctional characters. I declare, 
playing the world- of- fi ction game, that Lady Macbeth was married at least 
once before she married Macbeth. I do not contradict myself when I take up 
the diff erent real- world game and say that there never was a Lady Macbeth, 
that Shakespeare just made her up. Th ere is no contradiction between my two 
claims because I off er them in two diff erent modes or universes of discourse. So 
a status skeptic might propose that we play a morality game in which we prop-
erly declare that torture is always and objectively wrong and also a diff erent, 
reality game in which we can say that there is no such thing as wrongness.

Richard Rorty pioneered this response as a defense of status skepticism 
not just about moral and other value judgments but about propositions more 
generally.  Here is a characteristic statement of his view:

Given that it pays to talk about mountains, as it certainly does, one of the 
obvious truths about mountains is that they  were  here before we talked 
about them. If you do not believe that, you probably do not know how to 
play the usual language- games which employ the word “mountain.” But 
the utility of those language games has nothing to do with the question of 
whether Reality as It Is In Itself, apart from the way it is handy for human 
beings to describe it, has mountains in it.

Rorty imagined two language games, each with its own rules. Th e fi rst is 
the geology game in which you and I mostly engage. In that game mountains 
exist, existed before there  were people, will exist after there are people, and 
would have existed even if there had never been people. If you don’t agree, 
you don’t know how to play the geology game. In addition, however, there 
is a second, Archimedean, philosophical game in which a diff erent question 
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can be raised: not whether mountains exist, but whether Reality as It Is In 
Itself contains mountains. In that second game, according to Rorty, a dispute 
has broken out between misguided metaphysicians who say that It Does and 
pragmatists like him who say that It  Doesn’t, that mountains exist only in 
the ordinary geology game that people mostly play.

Rorty’s strategy fails unless there is an actual diff erence in what people 
mean when they say, in the ordinary way, that mountains really exist and 
then say, with a philosophical air, that they don’t. We have no diffi  culty in 
understanding that we are playing a special kind of game when we talk about 
fi ctional characters, because we can collapse the two discourses into one by 
rephrasing any statement about Lady Macbeth to make plain what we really 
mean. I can say, for instance: “If we  were to think (or pretend) that Shake-
speare was describing real historical events, then we should think (or pre-
tend) that Lady Macbeth had children by another man before she married 
Macbeth.” I could then add, now with no even surface contradiction, that of 
course Shakespeare invented those events and speeches.

Rorty’s two- games meta phor can be redeemed only if we can dissolve the 
apparent contradiction about mountains in a parallel way: by off ering a way 
to understand one or the other of the apparently contradictory claims that 
dissolves the confl ict. But we cannot do that. Rorty’s distinction between the 
proposition about mountains that belongs to the geology game and the one 
that belongs to the Reality game fails to identify any diff erence in meaning 
between the two propositions. He hoped to display a diff erence through capi-
talization: the second proposition sports capital letters that the fi rst lacks. But 
that device is not helpful. If we give the sentence “Mountains are part of Re-
ality as It Is In Itself” the meaning it would have if anyone actually said this, 
then it means nothing diff erent from “Mountains exist, and would exist even 
if there  were no people,” and the contrast Rorty needs disappears. If, on the 
other hand, we assign some novel or special sense to that sentence— if we say, 
for example, that it means that mountains are a logically necessary feature of 
the universe— then his argument loses any critical force or philosophical bite 
because no one would or could think that mountains are logically necessary. 
Th at is in fact the same dilemma we explored in our discussion of speech- act 
skepticism. If the language- game skeptic satisfi es the in de pen dence condition 
I described there, by showing that my further claims are not just repetitions 
of my initial claim, he fails the pertinence condition because his argument no 
longer has any force against the ordinary view.
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Expressivists and Quasi-Realists

Rorty tried to distinguish ordinary judgments from the supposedly diff erent 
philosophical claims he rejected, like my further claims, by placing them 
in diff erent language games. We can construct another version of the two- 
language- games strategy for defending status skepticism, however, that places 
both ordinary moral judgments and my further claims in the same language 
game by identifying them all as fi rst- order substantive moral opinion and then 
fi nding another kind of world— a distinct philosophical world— for a status 
skeptic to bustle in.

Th is version of the two- games strategy has an evident advantage: it allows 
an avowed status skeptic nevertheless to embrace at least the more natural, or 
perhaps all, of my further claims. He can agree that cruelty really is wrong, that 
it would still be wrong even if no one thought it was, and that these proposi-
tions are evidently true. He can say all this because he locates all these statements, 
and perhaps even my more extravagant further claims, as just more moves in 
the ordinary, day- to- day business of off ering moral opinions. However, on a 
second look, and just for that reason, the strategy is self- defeating because it 
leaves no room for a status skeptic’s skepticism to spread itself.

Suppose a self- described “projectivist,” playing a philosophy game, de-
clares that in reality moral convictions must be understood as emotional 
projections onto a morally inert world. But later, playing the morality game, 
he declares that the wrongness of torture has nothing to do with projecting 
attitudes of disapproval; torture, he says, would be wrong no matter what at-
titudes or emotions anyone had about it. Later still, now back in his philo-
sophical game, he declares his last statement itself to be only the projection of 
an attitude. He treats all of my further claims in the same way. When in the 
morality game, he says that moral truths are timeless and stitched into the 
fabric of reality, and then, back in the philosophy game again, he reports his 
last statement to be a particularly fl orid projection.

Now the projectivist is in the diffi  culty I described for Rorty. He must 
show how his statements made in the morality game are consistent with those 
he makes in the philosophy game. He can do this, as we do in the world- of- 
fi ction game, only by replacing his statement in either game with a transla-
tion that dissolves the apparent contradiction. But he cannot do that. He 
 can’t replace what he says in the morality game with any statement, while still 
in that game, that implies or allows that wrongness is only a matter of projec-
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tion. He  can’t replace his statement in the philosophy game by declaring or 
implying there that wrongness does not depend on projection. His strategy 
swallows itself like the Cheshire cat leaving only a smile behind. (Michael 
Smith holds a contrary view.)

Have any actual phi los o phers employed this self- defeating version of the 
two- game strategy? I said, in Chapter 2, that the skepticism of the prominent 
phi los o phers Allan Gibbard and Simon Blackburn, who call themselves “ex-
pressivists” and “quasi-realists,” is open to doubt. I do regard both as skepti-
cal of the ordinary view. But both have denied this and suggested that their 
own views are much more like my own than I allow. So I should put my 
claim more cautiously: if they can properly be regarded as skeptical, it is this 
second, two- games strategy they use to defend that skepticism.  Th e exegeti-
cal issue is not of direct importance, however; my aims in this book do not 
include defending par tic u lar interpretations of the work of other contempo-
rary phi los o phers.

Constructivism

We have not yet considered a very pop u lar, supposedly meta- ethical theory 
that has often been counted as skeptical. Th is is called “constructivism.” It was 
made much more pop u lar in recent de cades by John Rawls, who described his 
famous book, A Th eory of Justice, as an exercise in “Kantian” constructivism. 
On this view, moral judgments are constructed, not discovered: they issue from 
an intellectual device adopted to confront practical, not theoretical, problems. 
Rawls gave the example of Kant’s Categorical Imperative: Kant said that we 
must construct our moral judgments by asking what moral principles we could 
will as maxims to be followed not just by us but by everyone.

However, the most famous example among moral and po liti cal phi los o-
phers now is Rawls’s own original- position device. Rawls suggested that we 
fi x principles of justice for the basic structure of our po liti cal community 
by imagining people who come together to establish such a community and 
who are well aware of general economic, technological, psychological, and 
so cio log i cal facts but ignorant of their own ages, genders, talents, social 
and economic positions, interests, desires, and ethical beliefs about how to live 
well. Rawls argued that people in that odd situation would agree on two prin-
ciples of justice: one that assigns priority to certain liberties, and another that 
requires an economic structure in which the situation of the eco nom ical ly 
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worst- off  group is as good as a basic structure can make it. He said that you 
and I,  here and now, therefore have reason to treat these two principles as de-
fi ning justice for our own po liti cal community.

But why? Two strikingly diff erent answers are possible. We might say, fi rst, 
that the original position is an expository device for testing the implications 
of certain basic moral and po liti cal principles we take to be true. Th e original 
position, we might say, models those basic truths in its structure. I once pro-
posed this understanding and suggested that the basic principles the device 
models are egalitarian. We believe that a coercive po liti cal community must 
treat everyone subject to its dominion with equal concern and respect; we 
can test what that requires, more concretely, by imagining a constitutional 
convention in which members have no ground for treating each other in any 
other way. Rawls fi rmly rejected my suggestion. “I think of justice as fair-
ness,” he said, “as working up into idealized conceptions certain fundamental 
intuitive ideas such as those of the person as free and equal, of a well- ordered 
society, and of the public role of a conception of po liti cal justice, and as con-
necting these fundamental intuitive ideas with the even more fundamental 
and comprehensive intuitive idea of society as a fair system of cooperation 
over time from one generation to the next.” Rawls’s triple emphasis on intu-
ition in this sentence suggests that though he disagreed with my suggested 
basic principles of justice, he agreed that the original position rested on as-
sumed moral truths, albeit a diff erent and more complex set than I had sug-
gested. Elsewhere he isolated and stressed one idea in the set. “Put another way, 
fi rst principles of justice must issue from a conception of the person through 
a suitable repre sen ta tion of that conception as illustrated by the procedures of 
construction in justice as fairness.” We might suppose that a par tic u lar con-
ception of the person would fi ll this role because it is correct.

But these statements are also consistent with (or perhaps a step toward) a 
very diff erent understanding that Rawls seemed to express on other occasions. 
I shall state this briskly, in a way that emphasizes the contrast I have in mind, 
ignoring nuance. People of good will in po liti cal community who disagree in 
their ethical and moral convictions face an im mense practical problem. How 
are they to live together with self- respect in a coercive state? Th ey cannot each 
insist that the state enforce his own private convictions: the state would then 
disintegrate, as Kant put it, into a po liti cal tower of Babel. Th eir solution: to 
collect together what is suffi  ciently common among them, by way of strictly 
po liti cal principle, and construct a po liti cal constitution that appeals only to 
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such principles. Everyone in the community— or at least everyone who is 
reasonable— can accept that constitution as falling within an “overlapping 
consensus;” each can see these principles as supported by, or at least not con-
demned by, what he takes to be the truth about the broader ethical, religious, 
and personal moral convictions that divide them. Everyone can accept the 
basic structure of a society ordered by those common principles and so can 
form a po liti cal community that is “well- ordered” in the sense that each mem-
ber accepts and serves the same principles of justice. Th e original position 
models the common convictions into a suitable device of repre sen ta tion that 
allows us to construct principles of justice like the two principles I described. 
You and I,  here and now, must accept those principles provided we accept the 
ambition to live together in a peace and dignity.

It is this second way of understanding the original- position device that 
is off ered as an example of a constructivist approach. Constructivism, under-
stood through this example, is not necessarily skeptical. Indeed, it is consis-
tent even with the most extravagant versions of moral “realism.” For it does 
not deny that one comprehensive view is true and all others false. However, it 
does not depend on that assumption. Th e principles modeled in the original 
position on this account are chosen not because they are true but because they 
are common. Th e method is therefore also consistent, on this understanding, 
with any form of skepticism about moral truth. Rawls seemed himself, at 
least on some occasions, to have accepted a fully skeptical view. “But in addi-
tion, the idea of approximating to moral truth has no place in a constructivist 
doctrine: the parties in the original position do not recognize any principles 
of justice as true or correct and so as antecedently given; their aim is simply 
to select the conception most rational for them, given their circumstances. 
Th is conception is not regarded as a workable approximation to the moral 
facts: there are no such moral facts to which the principles adopted could ap-
proximate.” So we might understand constructivism, at least as Rawls un-
derstood it, not as itself providing a skeptical argument but rather as showing 
that moral truth need play no part in defending an attractive and detailed 
theory of po liti cal justice. Constructivism challenges the ordinary view not 
directly but by trying to shove it aside.

Can this marginalization work? We must ask: How are these common 
principles, like a par tic u lar conception of the self, to be identifi ed? As his 
ideas developed, Rawls placed greater emphasis on the history and po liti cal 
traditions of par tic u lar states. He aimed at fi nding shared principles within a 
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par tic u lar historical community— the liberal, post- Enlightenment tradition 
in North America and Eu rope, for example— rather than to justify a more 
cosmopolitan constitution. He could not hope to do even this, however, 
through what we might call a so cio log i cal method. He could not hope to fi nd 
a useful consensus even in what all Americans actually now believe or would 
accept on refl ection. Religion would on its own defeat that project: a great 
many Americans believe that it is more important to establish a state refl ect-
ing and nourishing their personal religious convictions than to create one 
that people with a diff erent religion, or none at all, could comfortably embrace. 
Th e diffi  culty becomes even more evident if we try to work in the other direc-
tion. What set of views about the character of free and equal persons could 
generate either of the two principles of justice and yet be adopted at a Tea Party 
convention?

Rawls plainly had in mind, however, not a so cio log i cal but an interpretive 
search for overlapping consensus. He hoped to identify conceptions and 
ideals that provide the best account and justifi cation of the liberal traditions 
of law and po liti cal practice. Th at is an important and, in my view, feasible 
project. But it cannot be a morally neutral project, because any interpreta-
tion of a po liti cal tradition must choose among very diff erent conceptions of 
what that tradition embodies— what qualities or properties it takes “free and 
equal” citizens to have, for instance— that all fi t the raw data of history 
and practice. It must choose among these by taking some to be superior and 
hence to provide a more satisfactory justifi cation than others. If you ask the 
present justices of the United States Supreme Court to describe the principles 
embedded in American constitutional history, you will receive nine diff erent 
answers. Th e point is not that any interpretive account must be idealized. Of 
course it must. It is rather that without a background moral theory we take 
to be true we can have no idea which idealization to choose. A constructivist 
strategy can indeed be used to argue for a kind of skepticism— the thesis that 
any acceptable theory of justice must be drawn from a plausible interpreta-
tion of the traditions of the community for which it is designed, for instance. 
Th at would rule out any claim to a transcendental theory like utilitarianism 
that is supposed to hold everywhere and for all time. But this thesis would 
itself rest on controversial moral theories and so would be an example of in-
ternal, not external, skepticism. Rawls’s constructivist project, at least as he 
sometimes conceived it, is impossible.
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Yes, Meta- Ethics Rests on a Mistake

In Chapter 2 I described the distinction most moral phi los o phers draw be-
tween ordinary ethical or moral questions, which they call fi rst- order sub-
stantive questions, and the second- order questions they call “meta- ethical.” 
Moral realism and external skepticism are all, on this view, meta- ethical posi-
tions. If I am right, however, the distinction is a mistake, at least as meta- 
ethics is traditionally conceived. Of course there are interesting questions of 
anthropology and of personal and social psychology that are second- order in 
the sense that they are about moral judgment but do not themselves call for 
moral judgment. But there are no distinctly philosophical questions of that 
kind; in par tic u lar the question whether moral judgments can be true or false 
is a substantive moral issue, not a distinct meta- ethical one. Th ere is no meta- 
ethics unless (on the analogy I drew with astrology) we count the question 
whether there is meta- ethics as itself a meta- ethical question.

Some phi los o phers have identifi ed what they call “quietism” as a meta- 
ethical position holding “that there is, in some sense, no way of getting out-
side of normative thought to explain it, and that therefore no answers to these 
questions [e.g., whether moral judgments can be true or false] are possible.” 
Th at would be the wrong conclusion to draw from this part of this book, and 
the wrong way to describe what it argues. It is true that we cannot justify a 
moral judgment (as distinct from explaining why someone believes that judg-
ment) without relying on further moral convictions or assumptions. But that 
fact follows simply from the content of a moral judgment— what it claims— 
and the suggestion that we are therefore in some way trapped within the 
realms of value, as if it would be wonderful though impossible to escape, is as 
foolish as saying that we cannot escape from the realm of the descriptive 
when we describe the chemistry of combustion. Th at latter proposition might 
also have felt constraining— an unfortunate limitation— to an earlier age 
that reveled in the Great Chain of Being and found teleological explanations 
of natural phenomena particularly satisfactory. But it does not feel constrain-
ing to us. Nor is it right that no answer to the question whether moral judg-
ments can be true or false is possible. On the contrary, our argument shows 
exactly the opposite: that answers are readily available to the question whether 
some par tic u lar moral judgments are true or false. Th e use of the term “quiet-
ism” is just more evidence that phi los o phers do not recognize the full in de-
pen dence of value.
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External skepticism should disappear from the philosophical landscape. 
We should not regret its disappearance. We have enough to worry about 
without it. We want to live well and to behave decently; we want our com-
munities to be fair and good and our laws to be wise and just. Th ese are very 
diffi  cult goals, in part because the issues at stake are complex and puzzling 
and in part because selfi shness so often stands in the way. When we are told 
that what ever convictions we do struggle to reach cannot in any case be true 
or false, or objective, or part of what we know, or that they are just moves in 
a game of language, or just steam from the turbines of our emotions, or just 
experimental projects we should try on for size, to see how we get on, or 
just invitations to thoughts that we might fi nd diverting or amusing or less 
boring than the ways we used to think, we should reply that these observations 
are all pointless distractions from the real challenges at hand. I do not mean 
that we can ignore moral skepticism. On the contrary. Genuine skepticism— 
internal skepticism— is much more worrying than these philosophical confu-
sions. We will worry about it later.



Two Crucial Issues

What causes you to have the opinions you do about right and wrong? Where 
do these opinions come from? What produced in your brain the thought that 
the Iraq war was immoral? Or that it was not? Do the best answers to these 
questions validate your opinions? Or impeach them? Suppose I asked parallel 
questions about your scientifi c opinions. You might sensibly answer: the way 
the world is caused me to hold the opinions I do about the way it is. Our sci-
entists form opinions about the chemistry of metals through a causal pro cess 
in which the chemistry of metals itself plays an important part. It is because 
gold has the properties it does that experiments involving gold have the re-
sults they do. Because those experiments have those results, accredited scien-
tists all believe that gold has those properties. You believe it has those proper-
ties because the accredited scientists do, and because they have in diff erent 
ways told you so. Th e upshot of this causal chain is striking: the best explana-
tion of why you hold most of your opinions is also a suffi  cient justifi cation of 
those opinions. Th e explanatory story and the justifying stories are united: the 
best explanations of belief validate belief.

Is the same  union of explanation and justifi cation available for morality? 
Has the truth about the morality of gay marriage in some way caused you to 

4

Morals and Causes
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think what you do about gay marriage? I suggested my own answer earlier 
when I ridiculed the idea of moral forces with causal powers as “morons.” But 
perhaps I am wrong; many distinguished phi los o phers do think that moral 
facts can cause people to hold true moral opinions, though they disagree about 
how and why. We must examine their view more carefully. Suppose, how-
ever, that I am right: there is no causal interaction between moral truth and 
moral opinion.  Wouldn’t that make your opinions about gay marriage just an 
accident?  Wouldn’t you have to admit that even if there are moral truths “out 
there” in the universe, you have no possible way to be “in touch with” those 
truths?

I have just mooted two hypotheses. Th e fi rst is the causal impact hypothe-
sis (CI). Th is holds that moral facts can cause people to form moral convic-
tions that match those moral facts. Moral realists accept CI and external skep-
tics reject it. I argue that in this matter realists are wrong and external skeptics 
right. Th e second is the causal dependence hypothesis (CD). Th is supposes 
that unless the causal impact hypothesis is true, people can have no sound 
reason to think that any of their moral judgments is a correct report of moral 
truth. External skeptics embrace this second hypothesis. So, apparently, do 
many realists, because they would otherwise not be so anxious to defend the 
causal impact hypothesis. I argue that in this matter both realists and exter-
nal skeptics are wrong. Th ere is an obvious and important diff erence between 
the two hypotheses. CI includes a claim of scientifi c fact: a matter of particle 
physics, biology, and psychology. CD is a moral claim: about what counts as an 
adequate reason for holding a moral conviction.

Th e Causal Impact Hypothesis

Th e Stakes

Affi  rmative action programs give preference in university admissions or em-
ployment to black and other minority applicants. Suppose you think that 
such programs are unfair. Why do you think this? Th at question is ambiguous. 
It might mean: What reasons could you off er in defense of your position? 
So understood, the question asks for a moral argument. Or it might mean: 
What is the best causal explanation of why you have come to hold that view, 
given that so many others in your po liti cal culture have come to the opposite 
conclusion? We should concentrate now on this second question. A psycholo-
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gist or social scientist or biologist might respond to that question in a profes-
sional way. He might point to features of your subculture or upbringing or 
self- interest, or, if he is madly ambitious, he might try to identify a gene that 
predisposes you to that opinion. He assumes that some explanation of this sort 
is a complete answer to the question of why you hold the opinion you do.

You might be tempted to off er a diff erent and competitive answer to the 
same question. You might say, “I have come to think affi  rmative action unfair 
because I, unlike those others, have seen or perceived or intuited that it is un-
fair.” Some philosophical realists believe that your answer is indeed competi-
tive with any that the scientists might off er, that it makes sense, and, indeed, 
that it is often correct. Th ey think that at least some people have a sensitivity 
to moral truth that allows them to perceive what is right or wrong, worthy or 
unworthy. Th ey insist that when people have perceived moral truth, no expla-
nation of the birth of their conviction is complete unless it includes that fact.

If that causal impact thesis makes sense, and is persuasive, then any global 
moral skepticism must be false. As I just said, people’s beliefs about the physi-
cal world are often caused directly or indirectly by the truth of what they 
believe, and when they are, that fact confi rms the truth of their belief. Th e 
best explanation of why I believe that it rained earlier today includes the fact 
that it did rain. If realists can construct a successful explanation of why 
you believe that affi  rmative action is unfair along the same lines— if they can 
show that you believe this because affi  rmative action is wrong— then they 
would in that way justify your conviction as well as explain its existence. Th at 
would also show that, after all, Hume’s principle is false. It is a matter of bio-
logical fact whether something has caused your brain to be in any par tic u lar 
state. If it follows from some biological fact of that kind that affi  rmative ac-
tion is wrong, then Hume’s principle must be scrapped.

However the causal impact hypothesis (CI) is a high- risk strategy for 
defending the ordinary view from skepticism. For it risks encouraging the 
further thought that if, on the contrary, moral facts cannot cause moral con-
victions, then we have no reason to think that there are any moral facts and 
therefore no ground on which to reject skepticism. Suppose that though you 
believe that it rained in France today, no rain in France could possibly fi gure 
in any explanation of why you believe that. Perhaps you  were hypnotized into 
that belief by a hypnotist who had no knowledge of Gallic rain. You would 
then have no reason at all to think it had rained there. External skeptics ar-
gue that CI is false and that moral facts, even if there  were any, could never 
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play any role in explaining people’s moral convictions. Th ey conclude that we 
have no more reason to believe in the truth of our moral convictions than 
you would have reason, in my latest story, to believe in the rain. Th at conclu-
sion depends on rejecting the causal impact hypothesis. But it also depends 
on accepting the causal dependence hypothesis.

Th e Myth

We often realize that an act is wrong immediately we spot it. When I see 
someone beating a child, I “see” the wrongness of his act at once. However, 
that is not an instance of moral facts causing a moral conviction: I would not 
have “seen” the wrongness of beating the child had I not already formed the 
conviction that causing gratuitous pain is wrong. Th e latter conviction is the 
one whose existence CI hopes to explain. We must distinguish CI from di-
vine inspiration. Many people believe that a god has shared his infallible moral 
knowledge with them, but CI does not suppose divine intervention. It claims 
a more direct causal impact of moral truth on our minds. CI, in the stark 
form I present, was once more pop u lar among professional phi los o phers than 
it is now. It remains infl uential among many nonphi los o phers, however, some 
of whom take more seriously than they should the familiar rhetoric of moral 
“insight.” Moreover, many of the best phi los o phers are unwilling to entirely 
abandon the hypothesis; they hope to retain at least some remnant or faint 
echo of the idea that moral truth can cause moral belief, in order to avoid the 
frightening conclusion that moral beliefs are accidents.

However, we do not have even the shadow of a hint how any such causal 
interaction could operate. Our scientists have begun, at least, to understand 
the optics, neural chemistry, and brain geography that fi gure in a competent 
explanation of how the rain in France produces thoughts about itself. But 
nothing in that story could be expanded to explain how the unfairness of af-
fi rmative action, if any, could produce thoughts about itself. We are ignorant, 
I assume, of most of what there is to know about what the universe contains 
or how our brains work. But it is diffi  cult for us even to imagine how CI could 
be true. Compare mental telepathy. Relatively few people believe, I think, 
that one person, by concentrating mightily, can cause another person thou-
sands of miles away to have stipulated thoughts. But we might well imagine at 
least the rough shape of discoveries that could change our minds about this 
possibility. We might construct controlled experiments that would make the 
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phenomenon diffi  cult to deny: masses of repeated instances of events that 
could be explained in no other way. We might then discover or at least specu-
late about external electrical fi elds that are created by the internal electrical 
transfers in brains that neurologists now report and mea sure. True, mental 
telepathy goes well beyond what science can so far test or explain. But CI 
goes much further. After all, we already believe in the causal power of mental 
events: we believe that emotions can cause physiological changes and that 
one thought can lead to another. CI cannot claim even to extrapolate from 
those phenomena. It supposes that a moral truth that has neither mental nor 
physical dimension can nevertheless have causal power.

We cannot imagine how any experimental evidence could suggest the 
truth of CI even in the absence of an explanation of how it works, as evidence 
might suggest the truth of telepathy even if we lacked any theory of its 
 mechanics. For we cannot test CI in the way we most naturally test causal 
claims: by asking a counterfactual question. We can test the claim that some-
one in Australia sneezed because you willed this by asking whether he would 
have sneezed even if you had not so willed. But we cannot test CI in that 
way— if we think that affi  rmative action is unfair, we cannot produce or even 
imagine a diff erent world in which everything  else is the same except that 
affi  rmative action is fair. Th at is what phi los o phers mean who say that moral 
attributes “supervene” on ordinary facts: they mean that we cannot vary moral 
attributes except by varying the ordinary facts that make up the case for claim-
ing those attributes. We can certainly ask whether you would still think affi  r-
mative action unfair even if you discovered that it made no one unhappy. But 
a negative answer would only confi rm that you hold some moral opinion that 
connects wrongness and suff ering. We  can’t sensibly ask whether you would 
still think affi  rmative action unfair even if it  wasn’t unfair, and it is that latter 
question we would need to ask to test CI’s claim that the unfairness of affi  r-
mative action has made you think it unfair.

Because we can make no sense of that crucial counterfactual question, we 
have no way to test whether the off ered explanation of your belief— that it 
was caused by a perception of moral truth— is accurate. Th e competing 
explanations a scientist might off er can be tested by asking whether, if your 
personal history had been suffi  ciently diff erent, your beliefs would have been 
diff erent. Th ere might well be good reason to think they would have been. You 
 can’t off er a parallel counterfactual hypothesis to support your competing 
“perception” explanation: you  can’t show or even imagine that your belief would 
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be diff erent if the moral truth  were diff erent. Your claim that you have per-
ceived the truth is only an emphatic restatement of your belief, not an expla-
nation of how it arose.

CI is a myth. It is, moreover, a pointless myth, because even if we assumed 
that moral truth does have mysterious causal potency, that assumption could 
be of no help whatsoever in justifying our moral beliefs. We would have to 
know, in de pen dently, whether those beliefs  were true before we could intel-
ligibly cite truth as their parent. Th at requirement is particularly clear when 
you off er to explain someone  else’s moral opinions. You think that affi  rma-
tive action is unfair but your friend thinks it perfectly fair. You cannot think 
that his belief is caused by the truth; if you want to explain his belief you 
must compose a personal- history explanation. You fi nd one that you think 
complete and persuasive: you cite his education in a knee- jerk liberal family. 
But now you change your own mind: you are suddenly convinced by his ar-
guments that affi  rmative action is fair. You now think that what your friend 
believes is true, but you have discovered nothing that could impeach your 
earlier explanation of why he believes it. If the personal- history explanation 
was adequate before, it remains adequate now. You may be tempted now to 
say that, after all, the truth did play a role in the causal story of how he came 
to think what he does. But that shows only that CI is never more than a fi fth, 
spinning wheel in any explanation.

It is this fact— that CI is otiose— that provides the fi nal argument against 
it. Perhaps there are as yet unimagined receptors in the human brain and as 
yet unimagined forces in the universe such that those forces do cause people 
to form moral beliefs. Perhaps the best explanation of this pro cess is teleo-
logical: perhaps we will one day discover that the universe is evolving toward 
a predestined goal and that the existence and convictions of self- conscious 
creatures are parts of the plan. Imagine that scientists have discovered and 
can mea sure these infl uences and can discern the trajectory of the universe’s 
great strategy. Th ey fi nd that whenever the pertinent instruments report a 
peculiar force of a certain strength in a fi eld, everyone in the neighborhood 
declares that a morally wrong act is occurring. None of these people can ex-
plain why the act is wrong; they can say only that they “see” or “intuit” that 
it is wrong. We form the hypothesis that the peculiar force causes moral con-
viction, and we test that hypothesis by developing protective clothing that 
shields people from that force. We fi nd that many people so protected form 
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and express moral beliefs diff erent from those of nonprotected people, but 
that when the protective clothing is removed they change their mind and join 
the general opinion. We conclude that the peculiar force does cause people to 
form moral beliefs.

Nothing in this story even begins to suggest, however, that the force 
causes people to form true moral beliefs. Nothing suggests that the force is in 
some way equivalent to or evidence of moral truth. So nothing so far sup-
ports CI. How could we show that the beliefs the force causes people to have 
are true beliefs? Only by thinking about the moral issues ourselves, wearing 
the protective clothing. Only if we come to think, immune from the force, 
that these beliefs really are true. But we are then back in our original situation. 
So this scientifi c way of trying to establish CI would actually undermine it. 
We could not think that the force caused our own belief in the truth of the 
beliefs it causes in others; if we did we would be begging our question. We 
would have to suppose that we could be “in touch with” moral truth in some 
other way that did not involve CI in order to know which of the beliefs any 
peculiar force causes are true. CI is pointless. I hope it is now clear that we 
need not be Luddite about unknown forces or teleological pro cesses to reject 
the causal impact hypothesis. CI is not a mistake about what there is. It is a 
confusion about what can count as an argument for the truth of a moral con-
viction. Only moral argument can. CI is a mistake because it violates Hume’s 
principle.

Some moral phi los o phers have fallen into the fashion of speaking of their 
“intuitions” in moral matters. Th ere are two ways to understand that usage. 
We might take them to mean that they have in some way or to some degree 
perceived the truth of what they claim as an intuition. If so, then they mean 
to off er their intuition as an argument for the truth of what they say they have 
intuited, as an eyewitness does, for instance, when he says he saw the accused 
at the scene of the crime. Th ey claim some version of CI. Or they might mean 
simply to report what they believe, which of course supplies nothing by way of 
argument. Several times in this book I report what I believe about ethical and 
moral issues, and I seek to elicit your agreement and to remind you of what, I 
hope, you also believe. In Chapter 6 I speak about the importance of such 
beliefs: they determine, in part, what counts as ethical and moral responsibil-
ity. But they are not in de pen dent arguments for what you or I believe.
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Th e Causal Dependence Hypothesis

Too Quick?

CI is driven by fear of external skepticism, and that fear is in turn driven by 
CD, the causal dependence hypothesis, which holds that if moral truth 
does not cause moral opinion, then people can have no reliable or respon-
sible grounds for those opinions. A quick proof is available that CD is false: 
it refutes itself. I assume that CD cannot be restricted to the domain of 
morality. It can make sense, if at all, only as a general claim about knowledge. 
It must insist that we cannot form a reliable belief about anything (except, 
perhaps, purely logical truths) unless our belief has been caused by what it 
reports. So the hypothesis is victim to a paradox: if it is true, then we can 
have no reason for thinking it true. CD is not true by defi nition: it does not 
follow from the meaning of the concepts it employs. And whether or not we 
can make sense of moral causation, we can surely make none of philosophical 
causation. A great many phi los o phers, as I said, believe that CD is true. But 
almost none of them thinks, I assume, that the truth of CD has itself caused 
them to believe that CD is true, that the universe contains philons with 
causal power over human minds. If they did think that, they could not 
consistently deny the existence of morons. Th ey would have to accept CI.

Many phi los o phers distrust that kind of argument. It seems too quick a 
refutation of what many very distinguished phi los o phers believe. I think, on 
the contrary, that the paradox is not only a decisive argument against CD but 
also a helpful one, because it suggests that if we are to discover why CD has 
had such great appeal for moral phi los o phers on both sides of the skepticism 
debate, we must look to something distinctive about morality— some fear that 
seems lively when we puzzle about substantive moral issues but not about 
issues in philosophy.

Another and slightly longer version of much the same argument is equally 
illuminating. CD is not directly a claim about the truth of moral judgments 
even though it does fi gure prominently in pop u lar skeptical arguments. It 
is directly a claim only about the reasons people do or do not have to believe 
any judgment true. We count all sorts of reasons as good reasons for the judg-
ments we make, and what we count as a good reason depends on the content 
of those judgments. Any theory about adequate physical evidence for some 
judgment— about the rain in France this morning, for instance— is itself a 
scientifi c theory. So any theory about adequate reasons for accepting a moral 
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judgment must be itself a moral theory. CD, when applied in the moral domain, 
is itself a moral claim. You need a reason to accept it, and, given Hume’s princi-
ple, this must be or include a moral reason. We can imagine some such reason. 
You might think it wrong to act on the basis of moral judgments that are best 
explained through your personal history rather than encounters with the truth. 
But this new judgment, you soon realize, also refutes itself. You did not reach 
that new judgment through any encounter with the truth. Once again, in this 
diff erent way, CD undermines any possible reason for accepting CD.

Embarrassing Stories?

But if personal history best explains why we hold the opinions we do, and the 
truth of those opinions plays no explanatory role, then how can we have any 
confi dence in those opinions? Th at personal history might have features that 
make confi dence diffi  cult. Suppose I discover that yesterday you had to de-
cide whether to attend a lecture by an unusually charismatic opponent of af-
fi rmative action or watch a football game on tele vi sion. You fl ipped a coin, it 
fell tails, you went to the lecture, and you  were converted. Now you think af-
fi rmative action unfair. Th e coin fl ip is an indispensable part of any complete 
explanation of why you think what you do. Th at sounds embarrassing. But, 
still, you have reasons you can off er to anyone who challenges your opinion: 
the reasons, let us assume, that the lecturer provided. Whether you have good 
grounds for your new opinion must depend entirely on whether those reasons 
are, as moral reasons, good ones. Th at you came by those reasons through the 
toss of a coin is irrelevant.

In this example, you  were persuaded to your new opinions by argu-
ments. Does that matter? Imagine a more bizarre story. Until a year ago you 
thought affi  rmative action patently unfair. Th en you had occasion to think 
about the matter again and  were convinced, by arguments that suddenly 
seemed compelling, that it is not unfair. One Tuesday morning you read, in 
the Science section of your newspaper, of an astounding discovery. Everyone 
in the world who has had a scalotopic brain scan (don’t ask) thinks that af-
fi rmative action is fair, what ever opinion he held before the scan. Th e evi-
dence is vast and conclusive: there is no possibility of coincidence. You had 
a scalotopic scan shortly before you rethought and changed your views, and 
you are left in no doubt that you would not have changed them if you had 
not had the scan.
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Of course you look again at the arguments that convinced you to change 
your opinion. Indeed, you subject them to much greater scrutiny than you 
had before. You test them the way a conscientious judge would test a principle 
he was about to lay down in an important case: you ask how your new view 
sorts with your more general opinions about the fairness or unfairness of 
various forms of discrimination or special advantage. You cast the net of your 
investigation wide: you ask yourself what you think about admissions dis-
crimination in favor of athletes, people with interesting hobbies, and chil-
dren of alumni, and what you think about positive discrimination in other 
areas: in choosing brain surgeons for your own operation, for instance. You 
probe your opinions backward into generality as well as sideways into related 
issues: you ask what is ever wrong with racial discrimination, and you then 
ask whether the best answers to that question must also condemn affi  rmative 
action. You engage in these complex refl ections expecting to fi nd confl ict: the 
scan most probably targeted only your very concrete opinion about affi  rma-
tive action in university admissions and therefore left you in a state of moral 
dissonance. But you fi nd, on the contrary, that your new opinion survives all 
these examinations very well: it is your old opinion that would confl ict with 
your other or more general convictions. Th e eff ect of the scan, you now as-
sume, was more general and pervasive than you had thought: it aff ected wide-
spread shifts throughout the full range of your moral convictions so that all 
your convictions are now thoroughly integrated with your new views about 
affi  rmative action. No matter how you test them, they all seem right to you.

What now? How should you react when you fi nish being bewildered? 
Surely your discovery should have some impact on either your opinions or 
your confi dence in those opinions. If CD is correct, it must have a devastat-
ing impact. But in fact it can have no impact whatsoever. For a start, you 
cannot regret having had the scan, at least not for this reason. You have no 
reason what ever to think you  were right before. Even if you embrace CI, and 
think that moral truth can cause moral conviction, you have no reason to 
think that your former views enjoyed that benefi t. As I said, the only reason 
you could have to think that truth has caused your moral opinion is an in de-
pen dent belief that your conviction is true, and you now think your present 
opinions, not your past ones, true. Before the scan you would have had a very 
strong reason not to have the scan if its results could have been predicted. But 
now you have the same reason for not regretting the scan; indeed, for think-
ing yourself fortunate to have had it.
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Do you have less reason to suppose your new views correct than you had 
to think your old ones correct before the scan? No; on the contrary, you now 
think you have more reason than you had then because you now think your 
earlier reasons  were unsound. Should you now doubt your ability to form any 
responsible judgment at all on the question of affi  rmative action? No, because 
you cannot reject the hypothesis that the brain scan improved your ability to 
reason about morality. On the contrary, you have some evidence that it did 
so: you  were in error about many moral matters before the scan but are now 
reasoning better, or so you cannot help but think.

Do you have any reason to think yourself irresponsible if you act on your 
new convictions? As it happens, a referendum proposing a ban on affi  rmative 
action is scheduled to be held in your state soon. Should you abstain in that 
election? Abstention means one less vote against what you think would be 
either serious injustice or stupid policy, and that one vote might be decisive. 
Nothing you believe licenses abstention; it would be irresponsible, not re-
sponsible. You might think that you should now treat your convictions about 
affi  rmative action as untrustworthy, no matter how right they seem to you, 
and not vote for that reason. But then you need a theory about the right way 
to form convictions, and no plausible theory paints your convictions as un-
trustworthy. You listened to arguments on both sides, composed a principled 
account of when racial criteria are and are not permissible, and tested your 
principles against your other convictions and hypothetical cases you took care 
to imagine. Very few of your fellow citizens have refl ected as carefully. On 
what ground could you think your opinions less trustworthy than theirs? 
Th eir opinions, like your new opinions, refl ect their personal history; their 
opinions are no more than yours downstream of any validating causal pro cess. 
Th e diff erence is that your personal history seems more bizarre and that diff er-
ence must be irrelevant.

Even in this absurd invented case, that is, when your opinions are laugh-
ably accidental, you cannot fi nd any respect in which that matters. So we 
should have no fear in conceding that everyone’s moral opinions are acciden-
tal in the following sense: if their lives had been diff erent enough, their be-
liefs would have been diff erent as well. Any sting in that concession will be 
drawn if we have taken the main lesson of this part of the book— the in de-
pen dence of morality— to heart. Morality stands or falls on its own credentials. 
Moral principle can be neither vindicated nor impeached except through its 
own connivance. I have been laboring the crucial distinction between the 
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explanation and the justifi cation of a moral conviction. Th e former is a mat-
ter of fact, and the latter of morality. Moral responsibility is also a moral 
matter: we need a theory of what questions we must have asked ourselves 
before we are entitled to hold and act on a moral opinion. Th at is the subject 
of Chapter 6. But no theory of moral responsibility can plausibly denounce 
someone as irresponsible just because some embarrassing feature of his per-
sonal history best explains why he came to think his moral arguments good 
ones, provided that those arguments are reasonable and adequately deep.

We must judge CD, which is a theory of moral responsibility, as a moral 
thesis: about moral epistemology. We can accept it only if we can make a 
compelling moral case in its favor. But we cannot. Facts about how someone 
tested his moral opinions are indeed pertinent, as we shall later see, in judg-
ing whether he has acted responsibly in holding, expressing, and following 
them. But nothing turns on the best causal explanation of how he came to 
the opinions he tests or, indeed, of how he decided what tests to use.

Conviction and Accident

But isn’t it worrying that your most profound moral convictions are only ac-
cidents and therefore can be only accidentally true? If affi  rmative action is 
fair and you think it is, then  haven’t you been as lucky as the man who be-
lieves, correctly, that the time is 3:15 because his watch stopped at that time 
yesterday? You have been lucky because nothing in the best explanation of how 
you came to form your view— perhaps you did fl ip a coin to decide whether 
to hear a lecture— bears any relation to the truth of that view. Th at seems 
appalling: if it really is only an accident when your convictions are true, 
then— given the number of possible moral convictions— it is very unlikely 
that your convictions are true.

But we must separate the two questions I just mangled together. Is it only 
an accident that you hold the convictions you do? Is it only an accident if 
what you believe is true? Th e fi rst is a question of explanation and the second 
of justifi cation, so we need diff erent defi nitions of accident for the two. Th e 
fi rst asks whether your history might well have been diff erent in such a way 
that your opinions would now be diff erent. If we set aside determinism, which 
holds that your history could not have been diff erent, the answer is certainly 
yes. If you had not gone to the affi  rmative action lecture, you would not have 
heard the arguments that convinced you. More generally: if you had been 
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raised in a very diff erent moral culture, a great many of your convictions 
would probably have been diff erent. You might well think that gun control 
laws are tyranny. You might, indeed, think that you have a moral duty to kill 
unbelievers.

But all our even mildly theoretical beliefs, not just our moral convictions, 
are accidental in the same way. I believe that the earth is about four and a 
half billion years old. If my parents had died young, however, and I had been 
adopted by a fundamentalist family, I might well have the diff erent belief 
that a god created the universe only very recently. None of my beliefs about 
the physical world is immune from that kind of contingency. Th e great popu-
larity, around  here, of most of those beliefs  doesn’t make the fact that I hold 
those beliefs any less contingent. Th at is also true of my philosophical beliefs. 
Many of the phi los o phers who accept the causal dependence hypothesis 
might well have rejected it had their education led them to graduate studies 
in a diff erent philosophy department from the one they chose. (We should 
not, however, exaggerate either the contingency of beliefs or the importance 
of that contingency.)

Th e second question invokes a diff erent sense of accident. It is only an ac-
cident that someone believes what is true if his reasons for thinking it true are 
bad ones. Th at is why the true belief of the man with the stopped watch is 
only an accident. If you fl ipped a coin and then declared affi  rmative action 
fair just because it came up tails, your belief, though true, would be acciden-
tal in the same way. On this view of accident, whether our moral convictions 
can be true other than accidently is itself a large moral question. Are there 
ways of thinking about moral issues that are reasonably well calculated to 
identify moral truth and, if so, what are those ways? Any answer is, of course, 
itself part of an overall moral theory. If, as I claim in Chapter 6, there are such 
ways of thought, and if you have followed them, then it is no accident if the 
convictions you tested in those ways are true.

It will now be objected that I am cheating: that we must estimate the 
chances that our moral convictions are true not by assuming the truth of some 
of them, such as our convictions about good moral reasoning, but by imagin-
ing that we had no opinions at all and drew them all, one by one, randomly 
from a jar that held some true but mainly false ones. We should ask: What 
would the odds be that all or any of the convictions we drew from that jar 
turned out to be true? But this is a catastrophically misleading suggestion: 
we cannot imagine reasoning as a lottery. Even if we could separate all our 
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convictions as distinct marbles drawn from a jar, we could not judge the odds 
of having drawn out a true one if we had put our mathematical opinions into 
the jar as well.

We must assume the truth of some convictions to make any judgment, 
even a probability judgment, about the truth of any other conviction, and once 
we have done that the truth of other convictions must be a matter of judgment 
or inference, not chance. Any thought of a lottery disappears. Th e key meth-
odological question is always one of degree: What and how much should we 
assume is true in order to judge all or part of the rest? It would be pointless to 
ask what the chances are of any moral conviction being true without some as-
sumptions about what makes a moral conviction true. Th e supposition that 
all moral opinions are equally likely to be true is itself a moral opinion— and 
a crazy one. But when you allow yourself even indispensable opinions about 
good moral reasoning, then any thought that your other moral convictions 
could be only accidentally true evaporates. Th e fear of accident, though epi-
demic, is only another symptom of not fully grasping the in de pen dence of 
value, of thinking that somehow, somewhere, there must be some tether to the 
causal order if morality is not to fl oat away into airy nothing.

Integrated Epistemology

Th e causal dependence hypothesis is a piece of Archimedean epistemology, 
and Archimedean epistemology is misconceived. Th ere is no such thing as an 
entirely abstract condition on knowledge. Every thought is a thought about 
something and depends, for its sense and plausibility, on what it is a thought 
about. Responsibility in science means, at least for the most part, responding 
to evidence, and something is genuine evidence of some fact only if it exists 
because that fact exists. Th at explains why CD is plausible in science. It also 
explains why CD is senseless in those domains, like morality, that are matters 
of argument, not evidence. Archimedean epistemology fails because a theory 
of knowledge must take its place in and with the rest of our opinions. Abstract 
epistemology and concrete belief must fi t and support each other, and neither 
must be given a veto over the other.

We need integrated epistemology: we must make assumptions about what 
is true in order to test theories about how to decide what is true. Our scientifi c 
method, for instance, assumes the truth of what we believe about optics and 
biology, even though we use scientifi c method to confi rm our optics and our 
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biology. Th e  whole intellectual structure fi ts and stands together. So it is a 
mistake to give some epistemological axiom priority over the rest of our con-
victions. It is an equally grave mistake, of course, to give any concrete convic-
tion priority over the general epistemology that we develop in this mutually 
sustaining way. We must not ask our epistemology to make way for what ever 
it would be nice to believe. Astrology makes causal claims— about the infl u-
ence of planetary orbits on the arrival times of handsome strangers— that 
cannot be made to fi t the requirements on causal explanation that we have 
developed in constructing the science in which we have overall such faith. We 
cannot arrive at an integrated set of theories and opinions that includes both 
science and astrology, and for a thousand reasons it is the latter that we must 
set aside.

Th e popularity of religious conviction is a more diffi  cult challenge to inte-
grated epistemology. Th oughtful people carve out, in the name of their reli-
gion, what seem to be stark exceptions to their general opinions about the 
conditions of respectable belief. Th ese exceptions rely on “miracles”; these 
include the foundational miracle of an eternal mind existing without brain 
and with absolutely unlimited power to will anything  else into existence. Re-
ligious phi los o phers have tried with great ingenuity to weld these miracles into 
a general epistemology. Some try to show that scientifi c method, as we have 
otherwise developed and conceived this, does indeed explain the miracles that 
religion claims. Some argue in the other direction: that general epistemology 
must be revised and expanded to include religious experience and ac cep tance 
of miracles. Both eff orts respect the need for an integrated epistemology.

A recently pop u lar argument for God’s existence— the argument from 
intelligent design— illustrates the fi rst of these strategies. Th is insists that 
certain primitive forms of life are irreducibly complex: if anything in their 
structure  were diff erent, they could not survive; they therefore could not 
have evolved from simpler forms. We must conclude, according to this argu-
ment, that they  were created by a supernatural being with the attributes tra-
ditionally credited to the Abrahamic God. I believe that this argument is scien-
tifi cally weak. But it is nevertheless an argument that hopes to explain the 
miracle of creation in a recognizably scientifi c way: by showing that the best 
causal explanation of certain phenomena requires us to accept what are in 
eff ect religious hypotheses. Th e advocates of intelligent design include many 
people who formerly held the opinion I described earlier: that a god made the 
earth and life on it only fairly recently and in seven days. No doubt their 
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conversion to intelligent design was accelerated by legal decisions holding that 
“creationism,” which is what they called their young- earth theory, could not 
be taught in public schools because it is based on biblical authority, not scien-
tifi c evidence. But the conversion may also have been hastened by a strong 
impulse to unite their religion with their more general opinions about proper 
reasoning.

Th e second strategy for reconciling religion with integrated epistemology 
is used by phi los o phers who argue that our theories about what and how we 
know must be sensitive to the full range of what we fi nd we cannot help but 
believe. Some people— many hundreds of millions of people— believe that 
their lives include a vast variety of religious experiences. Th ey believe they 
have transcendent perceptions of a god in the world: their sense of awe, they 
think, properly grounds their religious conviction unless the conviction is 
defeated by known arguments. Th ey cannot make an in de pen dent case— 
independent of the bare authority of those perceptions— that the perceptions 
are correct and not illusions. But in the opinion of these phi los o phers we 
do better to take these perceptions at face value than to reject them, because 
we could reject them only by begging the question— by insisting on an Ar-
chimedean epistemology that rules them out.

Th is argument seems to me also to fail, and for a reason that is pertinent 
to this chapter. If the validity of religious convictions is said to turn on the ex-
istence of a cognitive faculty analogous to perception, then a host of famously 
diffi  cult questions arise. We can fi t the more familiar forms of perception— 
those delivered by the fi ve senses— into an integrated epistemology because 
our biology, physics, and chemistry explain how those senses function in a 
way that shows why they can be trusted. True, as I said, there is a certain 
circularity in this account: we rely on sense perception to confi rm the tenets 
of biology, physics, and chemistry that we use to validate sense perception. 
But that is the kind of circularity that integrates conviction and epistemol-
ogy across an entire domain of thought; that is what integrated epistemology 
means. If we declare our faith in some special religious form of perception, 
however, we have no way of integrating our belief in the faculty that delivers 
that perception with any more general account of how that faculty functions. 
We must just declare an ad hoc faculty of perception and then grant that others 
may sensibly claim a special faculty of detecting ghosts or communicating 
with the dead. 

Moreover, if religious conviction rests on perception, then how can we 
explain the diversity of religious opinion among people? What explains why 
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so many people— nonbelievers and believers in a very diff erent faith— are 
mistaken? Some people hold an internal explanation of diversity and error: 
that their god grants his grace only to those he has chosen to receive it. But 
that is too tightly circular to count as an answer when the claim of percep-
tion is challenged; once again it does nothing to integrate general epistemol-
ogy and religious conviction. We need a less question- begging explanation, 
and none seems available except the unhelpful claim that some people lack a 
faculty that others have. Is there any evidence of this defect, in those who have 
it, other than their inability to “see” what true believers claim they have “seen”?

Th ese are exactly the questions that have traditionally been used to embar-
rass the causal impact hypothesis. We can fi nd no place in an integrated 
epistemology for a special moral faculty that enables people to “intuit” the 
fairness or injustice of affi  rmative action or the wickedness or wisdom of 
abortion. But we can defend the responsibility of our moral convictions with-
out relying on the causal impact hypothesis, because the causal dependence 
theory is also false. So perhaps we can defend the reasonableness of religious 
conviction without supposing any special faculty of religious perception. But 
religious convictions face a formidable burden in fi nding a place within an 
integrated epistemology that moral convictions do not face. Moral convic-
tions, just in themselves, make no causal claims. Of course, causal hypotheses 
about the physical, social, and mental world fi gure in the justifi cation of par-
tic u lar moral claims. No plausible case for or against affi  rmative action ig-
nores its consequences, and of course the evidence we cite for any view of 
those consequences must respect the requirements of the pertinent science.

But justifying a moral judgment never requires appeal to extraordinary 
modes of causation. Morality needs no miracles. Conventional religious judg-
ments, on the contrary, are shot through with extraordinary causal claims 
about the creation of matter and life and the workings of nature. Th ese causal 
claims are indispensable to the historical and contemporary appeal of most 
religions. Whether a believer attempts to vindicate these claims through an 
appeal to perception, or through some other explanation of their source, he 
must in any case justify the causal claims that are part of their content, and it 
is diffi  cult to see how miracles— exceptions to the causal mechanics that must 
fi gure in any integrated epistemology— can be avoided. Even if the intelligent 
design movement  were able to show that neo- Darwinian theory could not 
explain the origin of species, it would face an in de pen dent and formidable 
challenge in explaining how the hypothesis of a supernatural designer could 
explain it.
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So integrated epistemology must guard against two tyrannies: the tyranny 
of an Archimedean ambition that is insensitive to the content of par tic u lar 
intellectual domains, and the rival tyranny of dogmatic adherence to some 
discrete conviction— about gods or ghosts or what is good or what is wrong— 
that requires an ad hoc, made- for- the- occasion exception to the best account 
of how we form reliable belief in the broad domain of that conviction. I 
agree, however, that in the end raw, undefeated conviction must play a decisive 
role in any honest search for an integrated epistemology; there may be propo-
sitions that we fi nd we cannot but believe, even after the most sustained refl ec-
tion. Th en we must not pretend not to believe them but must instead struggle 
to explain why we are justifi ed, in spite of the diffi  culties, in believing what 
we do. We may not succeed, but the struggle is better than the pretense.

Th at seems to me the situation of many people of deep religious convic-
tion who cannot but believe: their faith endures even when they accept that 
they lack a good account of how that faith can be woven into a general ac-
count of causation that sustains its causal claims. If you  can’t help believing 
something, steadily and  wholeheartedly, you’d better believe it, not of course 
because the fact of your belief argues for its truth but because you cannot 
think any argument a decisive refutation of a belief it does not loosen. In the 
beginning and in the end is the conviction. Th e struggle for integrity lies in 
between.

Moral Progress?

If we abandon the causal impact and causal dependence hypotheses, do we 
lose any other convictions of in de pen dent importance? Crispin Wright sug-
gests one ground of concern. If we abandon all claims of causal impact, then 
we can no longer explain moral progress in what might seem an appealing 
way: as the gradual falling away of impediments to the impact of moral truth 
on human sensibility. Of course we would not then have to deny the reality 
of moral progress. Anyone who is convinced that slavery is wrong and knows 
that his view is now shared by a great many people will think that general 
moral opinion has improved at least in that respect since slavery was widely 
practiced and defended. Perhaps suffi  cient other examples can be found to 
allow us the much more ambitious claim that moral opinion has improved 
broadly on all fronts. How much progress we think we can claim, in that simple 
comparative sense, depends only on our own moral convictions and our so cio-
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log i cal and historical beliefs about the distribution of parallel convictions 
now and in the past.

True, we might be able to explain why what we take to be progress oc-
curred. We might fi nd personal- history explanations that show why the 
mistaken beliefs are outdated: that people who defended slavery held false 
empirical beliefs, for instance, or that the economy that sustained slavery has 
been transformed. Some people might off er diff erent kinds of explanation. 
Th ose who think that a god is the source of moral knowledge may believe 
that that god has gradually unfolded his moral plan to more and more of his 
children. Utilitarians may suppose that moral error gradually disappears be-
cause people who suff er have a greater incentive to press for egalitarian prin-
ciples than other people have for resisting those principles.

It is important to notice, however, that none of these causal historical ex-
planations helps to confi rm our initial claim of moral progress. Th at initial 
judgment rests entirely on our conviction that slavery is wrong, and we as-
sume rather than support that conviction when we describe past infl uences as 
distorting or assume that slavery is off ensive to a god or suppose that eco-
nomics has produced a better state of aff airs. So we are entitled to no more 
confi dence in our judgment of progress when we can off er such explanations 
than when we can say only that earlier generations did not “see” some moral 
truth that we do. In either case we are relying fi nally on our conviction and 
on the moral case that we believe supports it. We would be in no better situ-
ation if the causal impact hypothesis  were true. We would need some in de-
pen dent judgment that our contemporary views  were improvements before 
we could claim that moral truth fi gured in the explanation of the progress 
we claim, and that in de pen dent judgment of improvement, on its own, is all we 
could mean by progress.



Typology

Global internal skepticism has long been a potent infl uence on literature; the 
ancient phi los o phers thought it an important position either to defend or to 
attack. It is a despairing conviction, particularly when it is trained on ethics. 
Th en it holds that life itself has no value or meaning, and, as I argue later in 
this book, no value of any other kind can survive that dismal conclusion. 
Once a corrosive, global internal skepticism takes hold of someone, declaring, 
as Macbeth put it, that life signifi es nothing, it may leave him but he cannot 
refute it. I shall try to confront that despairing form of skepticism in the only 
way I can: by trying to show, in Chapter 9, the kind of value that it makes 
sense to suppose a human life can have. I call this adverbial value: it is the 
value of a good per for mance in response to an important challenge.

In this brief chapter I concentrate not on rebutting internal skepticism but 
clarifying it. I off ered examples of internal skepticism in Chapter 2. Many of 
these are negative moral judgments: they do not off er guidance or demand. It is 
a negative moral judgment, for instance, that morality neither requires nor 
condemns par tic u lar sexual mechanics among consenting adults. Some judg-
ments of internal skepticism take a diff erent form, however. Th ey declare, not 
that some par tic u lar act is neither forbidden nor required, but that there is no 
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correct answer to the question whether it is forbidden or whether it is required— 
that the wrongness of abortion, for instance, is indeterminate in that way.

We must take care to distinguish such judgments, which are instances of 
internal skepticism, from certain forms of purported external skepticism. Th e 
view I considered at length in Chapter 3, that fi rst- order substantive moral 
judgments are only projections of emotion or attitude, not reports of a mind- 
independent moral fact, claims that moral judgments are never either true or 
false. Th e indeterminacy judgments I have in mind now are patently substan-
tive moral claims: someone who thinks that there is no right answer to the 
abortion question, because the arguments on either side are not better than 
those on the other, may subscribe fully to the ordinary view of morality and 
hold that a great many other moral judgments are straightforwardly true or 
false.

Indeterminacy judgments are more familiar— and in my view much more 
often persuasive— in domains of value outside ethics and morality. Some 
people with either exceptional palates or nerve stand ready to rank the quality 
of any two bottles of wine: one is always better than the other, they insist, 
and they are always ready to tell us which. It is certainly an available view, 
however, that in the case of some wines neither bottle is better than another 
and they are not exactly equal in quality either. We might say that they are 
“on a par” with one another. Or we might take an even more radically skep-
tical view of this matter: that goodness in wine is entirely a subjective matter 
and that, in spite of the cult of oenophiles, there is no room for objective valu-
ation at all. Th en we might say that there is never a right answer to the ques-
tion which of two wines is best, but only answers to the diff erent question 
whether some par tic u lar person likes one wine better.

Consider two more nonmoral examples of this “no- right- answer” judgment. 
It is an En glish country- weekend game (or used to be, before DVDs escaped 
to the home counties) to compose and debate “greatest” lists. Who was the 
greater athlete: Donald Budge or David Beckham? Th e greater statesman: 
Marcus Aurelius or Winston Churchill? Th e greater artist: Picasso or Bee-
thoven? It is a tempting response to such questions to deny their sense. We 
want to say: it is pointless to try to compare talents or achievements across such 
diff erent challenges, roles, and contexts. Th e only sensible judgment, we think, 
is that these talents and achievements are incommensurate. Picasso was neither 
a greater nor a lesser artist than Beethoven, nor, of course,  were the two exactly 
equal in greatness. Th ey  were on a par.
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Before the Supreme Court’s recent 5– 4 decision in the matter, lawyers de-
bated whether the Second Amendment to the United States Constitution 
guarantees private citizens the right to keep handguns at home. Th ere  were, 
and remain, pop u lar arguments on both sides. Many lawyers and law stu-
dents  were therefore tempted to say that it is a mistake to think that there is 
a single right answer to the question. Th ere are only diff erent answers that ap-
peal to diff erent po liti cal constituencies and diff erent parties of constitutional 
theory.

Internal skepticism about morality therefore includes not only negative 
moral judgments, like the judgment that anything is permissible in sex be-
tween consenting adults, but also claims of indeterminacy in moral judgment 
and incommensurability in moral comparison. We should distinguish both 
of these from a third and distinct form of internal skepticism, which is moral 
confl ict. Many people think that Antigone had moral duties both to bury 
and not to bury her brother, so that what ever she did was wrong. Th ey think, 
not that it is neither true nor false that she had either duty, but true that she 
had both. Th is is a claim not of indeterminacy but, we might say, of too much 
determinacy. I include judgments of confl ict for the sake of completeness: 
they are internally skeptical because they deny that morality provides any 
guidance in the premises. But they raise special problems for my later argu-
ment, and I return to issues of confl ict later.

Indeterminacy and Default

In this chapter I discuss mainly “no- right- answer” claims of indeterminacy 
and incommensurability. When are such judgments appropriate? One sur-
prisingly pop u lar answer is this: in the domains of value— morality, ethics, 
art, and law— indeterminacy is the default judgment. When, after careful 
study, no persuasive argument can be found for either side of some moral or 
aesthetic or ethical or legal question, it is sensible to suppose that there is no 
right answer to that question. Suppose I am bewildered whether abortion is 
wicked. Certain arguments or analogies make it seem so to me sometimes, 
when I am in some moods. But other arguments or analogies make it seem 
not so at other times. I confess that I lack any secure or stable sense of which 
of these sets of arguments and analogies is better. Th en, according to the de-
fault thesis, I ought to conclude that there is no right answer to the question. 
Th is approach assumes that though positive arguments are necessary to es-
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tablish positive claims about moral issues, one way or the other, failure to 
fi nd such positive arguments is enough to support the indeterminacy claim. 
Positive claims need arguments of their own: the indeterminacy judgment 
just needs the failure of argument for anything  else.

Th is thesis is a familiar form of instruction in law schools. Lecturers con-
struct elaborate arguments fi rst for and then against a par tic u lar legal claim, 
and they then announce, generally to the delight of their students, that there 
is no right answer to the question in dispute. But the default thesis is pa-
tently mistaken, because it confuses two diff erent positions— uncertainty and 
indeterminacy— that it is essential to distinguish. Confessions of uncertainty 
are indeed theoretically less ambitious than positive claims; uncertainty is 
indeed a default position. If I see arguments on all sides of some issue and do 
not fi nd, even after refl ection, one set of arguments stronger than the others, 
then I am entitled without more ado to declare that I am uncertain, that I 
have no view of the matter. I do not need a further, more substantive, reason 
beyond my failure to be persuaded of any other view. But in all these respects 
indeterminacy diff ers from uncertainty. “I am uncertain whether the proposi-
tion in question is true or false” is plainly consistent with “It is one or the 
other,” but “Th e proposition in question is neither true nor false” is not. Once 
uncertainty is taken into account, in some such way, then the default thesis of 
indeterminacy collapses, because if one of these alternatives— uncertainty—
holds by default, then indeterminacy, which is very diff erent, cannot.

Th e diff erence between uncertainty and indeterminacy is practically, as 
well as theoretically, indispensable. Th ough reticence is generally appropriate 
when one is uncertain, it is wholly out of place for anyone genuinely con-
vinced that the issue is not uncertain but indeterminate. Th e Catholic Church 
has declared, for example, that even those who are uncertain whether a fetus 
is a person with a right to live should oppose abortion, because abortion 
would be so terrible if it turned out that a fetus is a person. No comparable 
argument could move someone who has convinced himself that it is indeter-
minate whether a fetus is a person: that no claim one way or the other is cor-
rect. He might of course have other reasons for taking a stance. He might say 
that because those who mistakenly think that a fetus is a person are very upset 
by abortion, it should be legally banned for that reason. Or that abortion 
should be legally permitted because it is unjust for the state to limit liberty 
without a positive case. But he lacks the reason for reticence or agony that 
someone who thinks the issue uncertain has.
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Once we distinguish uncertainty from indeterminacy, we see that we need 
as strong a positive case for claims of indeterminacy as for more positive 
claims. How might I support my judgment that, of two famous wines, one is 
not better than another nor are they equal? Or that it is a mistake to claim 
that either Beethoven or Picasso was the greater artist or Budge or Beckham 
the greater athlete? I need a positive theory about greatness in wine or art or 
sports. I assume that you, like me, are willing and think yourself able to 
make at least some comparisons of artistic merit: we think Picasso a greater 
paint er than Balthus and also, though the case is closer, a greater paint er than 
Braque. We also think Beethoven a greater composer than Lloyd- Webber. So 
we believe that comparisons about the merits of par tic u lar artists are in prin-
ciple sensible.

I think, as I just said, that though Braque was a very important artist, all 
things considered Picasso was a greater one. If you challenge me, I will try to 
sustain that opinion in various ways— by pointing to Picasso’s greater origi-
nality, inventiveness, and range of qualities from playfulness to profundity, 
while nevertheless admitting certain advantages in Braque’s work: a more 
lyrical approach to cubism, for example. Because artistic merit is a complex 
subject and my claim is an all- things- considered one, the issue can tolerate a 
complex discussion. Th e conversation would not soon turn silly, as I think it 
would if I  were trying to defend a claim about the greater nobility of Petrus 
over Lafi te. I might or might not convince you, after sustained discussion, 
that I am right about Picasso and Braque; you might or might not convince 
me that I am wrong. But if neither convinces the other, I will continue in my 
opinion, as no doubt you will in yours. I might be disappointed if I could not 
convince you, but of course I would not count that fact as refuting my view.

But if I  were asked whether Picasso was a greater genius than Beethoven, 
my answer would be very diff erent. I would deny both that one was greater 
than the other and that they  were exactly equal in merit. Picasso and Beethoven 
 were both very great artists, I would say, and no exact comparison can be 
made between the two. Of course I must defend the distinction I have now 
drawn. Why can I rank Picasso and Braque but not Picasso and Beethoven? 
Th e diff erence is not that people agree about standards for comparing artists 
in the same period or in the same genre. Th ey do not, and it would not follow 
that the agreed- upon standards  were the right ones even if they did. Th e 
diff erence cannot be based on any cultural or social fact of that sort, but must 
be based, if it makes sense at all, on more general, perhaps even quite theoreti-
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cal, assumptions about the character of artistic achievement or evaluation. I 
would try to defend my judgment about Picasso and Beethoven in that way. 
I believe that artistic achievement is a matter of response to artistic challenge 
and tradition, and that comparisons can therefore be more fi nely drawn 
within a genre than across them and more fi nely drawn between artists within 
a par tic u lar period of development of the same genre than between those 
who worked in the same genre though at very diff erent times. So though I 
do think that Shakespeare was a greater creative artist than Jasper Johns, and 
Picasso a greater one than Vivaldi, I believe no precise ranking makes sense 
among evident geniuses at the very highest levels of diff erent genres. Th is is 
not an evidently stable view, and I might well change my mind. But it is the 
view I now hold. I am certain that your own view, if you  were to make it ar-
ticulate, would be rather, or perhaps very, diff erent.

Now consider indeterminacy claims in the more consequential domain of 
ethics. People are sometimes faced with important life- shaping decisions, 
and they then wonder about the value of diff erent kinds of lives they might 
lead. A young woman must choose whether to pursue a promising career as a 
public- interest lawyer in Los Angeles or to emigrate to a kibbutz in Israel. (Of 
course, she will have many other options as well. But suppose these are the 
only two now in question.) She might be puzzled about a great deal. Which 
life would she fi nd day- to- day more fun? More satisfying in retrospect? In 
which role would she be more successful? In which would she help others 
more? She might be uncertain about the right answers to any of these questions 
taken separately, and she will very likely be uncertain about the right answer 
to the further question how to weigh her answers against one another. It is a 
very pop u lar view that she faces not uncertainty but indeterminacy, because, 
since these are both rewarding lives, there is no right answer to what life 
would be better or to which choice she should make. She must just choose. 
Th at view might be correct. But it is not correct by default. It needs as much 
or as little positive argument as the contrary claim that the best life, all things 
considered, really lies in emigration. No such argument is supplied only by 
citing the obvious fact that there are many values and that they cannot all be 
realized in a single life. For the question remains— as a challenging abstract issue 
for phi los o phers and an agonizing practical one for people— which choice is 
nevertheless best?

Th ere is no more question of a default  here than in the exotic comparison 
of wines or athletes or artists. I have some sense of how the indeterminacy 
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claim might be defended in those less important cases. My discussion, later 
in the book, of the ethical challenge we all face in leading our lives might 
suggest some possible arguments for indeterminacy in the ethical case. Th e 
adverbial value of a par tic u lar way of leading a life depends, among other 
things, on the way that life connects with other kinds of value, and someone 
might have positive reasons to believe that the kind of value created in a 
kibbutz life is incommensurate with the value created through work in 
American poverty law. If so, these reasons are indistinct.

In any case it would seem at best premature to suppose that positive argu-
ments for indeterminacy are always available when people are deeply uncer-
tain about what lives would be best for them to lead, and it is therefore puz-
zling that phi los o phers who declare broad ethical indeterminacy off er so few 
arguments for the transition from uncertainty to indeterminacy. Few people 
faced with important career or other life decisions have taken that com-
forting step themselves. We face life- changing decisions with a variety of 
emotions— uncertainty, of course, but also foreboding, weariness, and a fear-
some sense that though we do not know how to decide, it nevertheless and 
greatly matters how we do decide. Th at set of thoughts is for many people a 
terrible burden. If they are making a mistake— if there really is no right an-
swer to the question they ask— it would be enormously helpful if the phi los-
o phers of indeterminacy  were to explain why.

Now consider the pop u lar claim, at least among academic lawyers, that 
there is often no right answer to a diffi  cult legal question. Th is cannot be 
true by default in law any more than in ethics. Th e no- right- answer claim is 
a legal claim— it insists that no argument exists that makes the case for one 
side stronger— and it must therefore rest on some theory or conception of law. 
Some theories of law do claim to support that conclusion: the cruder versions 
of legal positivism do, because according to those theories only past decisions 
of offi  cials provide legal reasons and there might well be no past offi  cial deci-
sion on either side of an issue. Th ere are more complex and plausible legal 
theories that might also be thought to generate indeterminacy in certain 
cases. So law nicely illustrates the point that claims of indeterminacy, unlike 
confessions of uncertainty, require a positive theory. In my view it also illus-
trates the diffi  culty of producing such a theory: the crude legal positivism 
that sustains no- right- answer verdicts appeals to very few thoughtful practic-
ing lawyers. In any case, however, many contemporary legal scholars who 
claim to fi nd it self- evident that there is no right answer to controversial legal 
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questions do not subscribe to legal positivism or to any other theory that of-
fers positive legal arguments for indeterminacy. Th ey just fall into the fallacy 
of supposing that indeterminacy holds by default.

Finally we come to the moral case. We are not, remember, now discussing 
cases of alleged moral confl ict. We are considering the claim that the case for 
prohibiting abortion is no stronger and no weaker than the case for permit-
ting it, even though the two cases are not of equal strength. How can that 
strong claim be defended? Commentators often say that someone’s view 
about abortion depends on whether he fi nds one analogy— that abortion is 
like murder— stronger than the competing analogy that compares abortion 
to appendectomy. Th at is an innocuous observation. But many of them add, 
as if this  were self- evident, that neither of the two analogies is stronger than 
the other. How could that further claim be defended? What would it take to 
show, a priori, that no matter how thoroughly and imaginatively the dozens 
of complex issues at stake are canvassed, no case can be constructed that will 
show, even if only marginally and controversially, that one side or the other 
has the better of the overall argument? In the easier cases we considered, 
about the comparison of wines, artists, and athletes, it seemed plausible that 
the right theory of aesthetic or athletic excellence might well provide grounds 
for limiting the range of sensible judgment so as to show why, for instance, 
trying to rank Picasso and Beethoven is silly. But it hardly seems obvious that 
the right account of morality could do that. On the contrary, it seems ante-
cedently unlikely that a plausible view of the point of morality could teach us 
that debates about the permissibility of abortion are silly.

Hardheaded people like to ridicule— as woolly or dogmatic— the claims 
of other people who believe that one position in some deep and apparently 
intractable controversy really has the better of the argument. Critics say that 
these partisans overlook the obvious truth that there is no “fact of the matter,” 
no “single right answer” to the issue in play. Th e critics do not pause to con-
sider whether they themselves have any substantive arguments for their 
equally substantive position, and, if they do, whether these might not also be 
ridiculed as vague or unpersuasive or as resting on instincts or even bare as-
sertions in the same way. Absolute confi dence or clarity is the privilege of fools 
and fanatics. Th e rest of us must do the best we can: we must choose among 
all the substantive views on off er by asking which strikes us, after refl ec-
tion and due thought, as more plausible than the others. And if none does, we 
must then settle for the true default view, which is not indeterminacy but 
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uncertainty. I repeat my earlier caution. I mean to challenge only one form of 
internal skepticism about ethics and morality. I have said nothing yet about 
the internal skepticism that fi nds us alone at night when we can almost touch 
our own death, the terrifying sense that nothing matters. Argument  can’t 
help then; we can only wait for dawn.
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To recapitulate: Morality is an in de pen dent domain of thought. Hume’s 
principle— itself a moral principle— is sound: any argument that either sup-
ports or undermines a moral claim must include or presuppose further moral 
claims or assumptions. Th e only sensible form of moral skepticism is there-
fore an internal skepticism that depends on rather than challenges the truth- 
seeking character of moral conviction. Th e only sensible argument for the 
“realist” view that some moral claims are objectively true is therefore a sub-
stantive moral argument that some par tic u lar moral claim— that tax cheating 
is wrong, say— is true and would still be true even if no one ever disapproved 
of cheating on taxes. If we think that our reasons for accepting any such moral 
claim are good ones, then we must also think that we are “in touch with” the 
truth of the matter, and that its truth is no accident.

Some readers may fi nd in this declaration of in de pen dence only a deeper 
form of skepticism; skepticism so deep that it is skeptical even about skepti-
cism. But there is no skepticism  here, even about skepticism. Th e in de pen-
dence thesis leaves you free to conclude (if that is what seems right to you) 
that no one ever has any moral duties or responsibilities at all. What could be 
a deeper form of skepticism than that? Would you be better off — intellectually 
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or in any other way— if you  were able to reach that dramatically skeptical 
conclusion through an Archimedean piece of metaphysics or sociology rather 
than through a moral argument? Would you be better off  if you could reach 
the opposite conclusion, that people do indeed have moral duties, through an 
Archimedean Platonism of morons? You might think: “Yes, because I could 
then be more confi dent of my convictions than I am now.” But you could 
not, because you would have to decide— through ordinary moral argument 
alone— which of your convictions  were true in order to know which  were 
made true by morons.

Th ese are important conclusions; we have established, I think, that the ordi-
nary view makes sense and that external critics of that view do not. But noth-
ing more. Our limited conclusion will come as no surprise to nonphi los o phers. 
What worries them is not whether moral claims can be true but which moral 
claims are true; not whether we can, but whether we do, have good reason to 
think as we do. Many people and some phi los o phers who press that question 
hope to fi nd a litmus stick: a test for good moral argument that does not beg 
the question it tries to answer by already presupposing some controversial moral 
theory. If the argument of this book so far is sound, that is not a reasonable 
hope. Our moral epistemology— our account of good reasoning about moral 
matters— must be an integrated rather than an Archimedean epistemology, 
and it must therefore be itself a substantive, fi rst- order moral theory.

We are always guilty of a kind of circularity. Th ere is no way I can test the 
accuracy of my moral convictions except by deploying further moral convic-
tions. My reasons for thinking that tax cheating is wrong are good reasons if 
the arguments I rely on are good ones. Th at is too crude an account of the 
diffi  culty: we hope that the circle of our opinions has a wider radius than 
that. But if I am faced with someone who holds moral opinions radically dif-
ferent from my own, I cannot count on fi nding anything in my set of reasons 
and arguments that he would be irrational not to accept. I cannot demon-
strate to him that my opinions are true and his false.

But I can hope to convince him— and myself— of something  else that is 
often more important: that I have acted responsibly in reaching my opinions 
and acting on them. Th e distinction between accuracy and responsibility 
in moral conviction is a further dimension of what I called the ordinary view. 
I may be right about affi  rmative action when I fl ip a coin and wrong when I 
refl ect carefully, but I am irresponsible in the fi rst case and responsible in the 
second. Th e diff erence between accuracy and responsibility is readily appar-
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ent in the third person. I may judge that your convictions are seriously wrong 
but nevertheless accept that you acted with full responsibility in forming 
them. Th e diff erence is substantially eroded in the fi rst person: I cannot think 
myself responsible in believing that abortion is wrong unless I do believe that 
abortion is wrong. But the two virtues are diff erent even from that perspec-
tive: I might have greater confi dence that abortion is wrong than that I have 
reached that conclusion on adequate refl ection. Or the other way around: I 
may be satisfi ed that I have thought about the matter properly and yet remain 
tentative about the conclusion I have reached. Indeed, I may be satisfi ed that 
I have thought about the matter as well as I can and yet be wholly uncertain 
about what conclusion to draw.

We can best approach the crucial question of how to think about moral 
issues— the question of moral epistemology— by studying the ordinary con-
cept of moral responsibility. In this chapter, and more broadly in this Part Two, 
I argue that the nerve of responsibility is integrity and that the epistemology 
of a morally responsible person is interpretive. It might be helpful to sum-
marize my conclusions in advance. We all have unstudied moral convictions, 
almost from the beginning of our lives. Th ese are mainly carried in concepts 
whose origin and development are issues for anthropologists and intellectual 
historians. We inherit these concepts from parents and culture and, possibly, 
to some degree through ge ne tic species disposition. As young children we 
deploy mainly the idea of fairness, and then we acquire and deploy other, 
more sophisticated and pointed moral concepts: generosity, kindness, prom-
ise keeping, courage, rights, and duties. Sometime later we add po liti cal con-
cepts to our moral repertoire: we speak of law, liberty, and demo cratic ideals. 
We need much more detailed moral opinions when we actually confront a 
wide variety of moral challenges in family, social, commercial, and po liti cal 
life. We form these through interpretation of our abstract concepts that is 
mainly unrefl ective. We unrefl ectively interpret each in the light of the others. 
Th at is, interpretation knits values together. We are morally responsible to the 
degree that our various concrete interpretations achieve an overall integrity 
so that each supports the others in a network of value that we embrace au-
thentically. To the extent that we fail in that interpretive project— and it seems 
impossible wholly to succeed— we are not acting fully out of conviction, and 
so we are not fully responsible.

Th at is the burden of this chapter. If its conclusions are sound, we need to 
ask new questions. What makes one interpretation of fairness or generosity 
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or justice better than another? Does it make sense to suppose a best— or 
true— interpretation of a moral concept? In Chapter 7 I will approach these 
questions by setting them in a wider context. We study interpretation in 
general— not just in morality but also across a wide range of interpretive 
genres that includes literature, history, and law. I argue that the interpretive 
process— the pro cess of seeking meaning in an event or achievement or 
institution— diff ers in important ways from scientifi c investigation. If so, and 
if my claim is right that moral reasoning is best understood as the interpreta-
tion of moral concepts, we do well to treat moral reasoning not as sui generis 
but as a special case of a much more general interpretive method.

In Chapter 8 we will return to morality but with a diff erent focus. If moral 
reasoning is interpretive of moral concepts, we need better to understand not 
just the nature of interpretation but the nature of such concepts. I suggest 
that we treat certain concepts as special by designating them as interpretive 
concepts whose nature cannot be explicated except through normative argu-
ment. If so, then moral philosophy is itself an interpretive project. I end Part 
Two by off ering the moral theories of Plato and Aristotle as classic examples 
of moral philosophy so understood.

Types of Responsibility

Responsibility is an indispensable concept across our intellectual life. It is a 
tricky concept because we use the words “responsibility” and “responsible” in 
so many diff erent and easily confused ways. First, we must distinguish re-
sponsibility as a virtue from responsibility as a relation between people 
and events. We say, in the virtue sense, that someone behaved responsibly 
or irresponsibly in acting as he did on some occasion (he acted responsibly in 
refusing the off er), or that it is or is not characteristic of him to behave respon-
sibly (he is, in general, a highly responsible, or irresponsible, person). We say, 
in the relational sense, that someone is or is not responsible for some event or 
consequence (he alone is responsible for the company’s turn into profi t). We 
make further distinctions among types of responsibility in the fi rst, virtue, 
sense: we distinguish intellectual, practical, ethical, and moral responsibility. 
A scientist who does not check his calculations lacks intellectual responsi-
bility; a writer who does not back up his fi les lacks practical responsibility; 
someone who lives aimlessly lacks ethical responsibility; a voter who votes for 
a vice presidential candidate because he fi nds her sexy lacks moral responsi-
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bility. A po liti cal leader who sends a nation to war on plainly inadequate in-
telligence is irresponsible in all four ways.

We make a variety of distinctions within relational responsibility as well. 
A person is causally responsible for an event, we say, if some act of his fi gures 
(or fi gures substantially) in the best causal explanation of that event. I would 
be causally responsible for an injury to a blind beggar if I shoved him to steal 
his money or collided with him absentmindedly or while drunk or deranged 
or even just accidentally. But not when someone  else has pushed me into him, 
because then no act of mine has contributed to the injury. (My body is part 
of the causal chain, but I am not.) Someone has assignment responsibility for 
some matter if it is his duty to attend to or look after it. Th e last person to 
leave a room, we say, is responsible for turning off  the lights, and the sergeant 
is responsible for his platoon. Someone has liability responsibility for an 
event when he is required to repair, compensate for, or absorb any damage 
fl owing from the event. I have liability responsibility for the damage I cause by 
my careless driving; an employer may have liability responsibility for any dam-
age his employees cause. Causal, assignment, and liability responsibility are 
all, fi nally, to be distinguished from judgmental responsibility. Someone has 
judgmental responsibility for some act if it is appropriate to rank his act on 
some scale of praise or criticism. I have judgmental responsibility for walking 
past the beggar, giving him nothing, but not for the harm when someone  else 
pushes me into him. Th ese diff erent senses of relational responsibility are con-
ceptually in de pen dent: an employer may have liability responsibility for dam-
age caused by his employees’ negligence even though he is neither causally 
nor judgmentally responsible for that damage.

In this chapter we consider moral responsibility as a virtue. We begin with 
one aspect of that virtue. Morally responsible people act in a principled rather 
than an unprincipled way; they act out of rather than in spite of their convic-
tions. What does that mean? I ignore, though only to postpone, a familiar 
problem. Any account of moral responsibility must at some point face what 
phi los o phers call the free will challenge. If every decision anyone makes is 
fully determined by prior events over which he has no control, if full knowl-
edge of the state of the world before someone is born, together with full 
knowledge of the laws of nature, would enable a computer to predict every 
decision he makes throughout his life, then it might seem that moral respon-
sibility is always only an illusion, that it makes no sense to distinguish acting 
out of conviction from acting for any other reason. Everyone thinks or does 
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what he is fated to think or do, and that is the end of the matter. I face that 
challenge in Chapter 10. We can assess judgmental responsibility from two 
perspectives: from within the experiential lives people lead, taking at face 
value the fact, inescapable from that perspective, that people have fresh deci-
sions to make, or from a more Archimedean scientifi c perspective that treats 
their experiential lives as only part of the data for which a causal explanation 
should be sought. I argue in that chapter that the fi rst perspective is appropri-
ate when judgmental responsibility is at issue, and I make that assumption 
for the balance of this chapter.

Morally Responsible Action

Ways Not to Be Responsible

Count the ways in which someone might fail to act out of the principles he 
professes. Th e most obvious is crude insincerity. Th e leader who takes his 
country to war pretending to follow principles that in fact have no grip on 
him, principles that he has no intention of following when it is incon ve nient 
for him to do so, is crudely insincere. He pays only lip ser vice to the princi-
ples he off ers as justifi cation. Rationalization is a more complex phenome-
non: someone rationalizes who genuinely believes that his conduct is gov-
erned by principles that in fact play no eff ective role in explaining what he 
actually decides to do. He votes for politicians who promise to end welfare 
programs and justifi es his vote by telling himself that people should take re-
sponsibility for their own fates. But that principle plays no role in guiding his 
behavior on other occasions: when he appeals to the politicians he helped 
elect for a bailout for his industry, for example. His behavior is in fact deter-
mined by self- interest, not any principle that recognizes the importance of 
other people’s lives. His alleged commitment does not promise evenhanded-
ness, because he will follow the principles he cites only when these serve his 
own interests.

Th ere are many other ways in which moral responsibility can be compro-
mised. Someone might hold faithfully to moral principles of great abstraction 
but yield to self- interest or to some other parallel infl uence in deciding how 
these abstract principles apply to concrete cases. He may think that preventa-
tive war is always immoral unless absolutely necessary, but he may not have 
refl ected on what “necessary” means in this context: whether it means unless 
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preventative war is essential to save a nation from annihilation, for example, 
or, perhaps at the other extreme, necessary to protect a nation from trade 
competition that would compromise its citizens’ standard of living. His con-
viction, vague though it is, may play a role in his decision whether to support 
a par tic u lar foreign policy. But it cannot play as full or consequential a role as 
a tighter principle or a principle supplemented by other pertinent convictions 
would do. Th e porosity of his principle allows some other part of his personal 
history— perhaps something as simple as his party affi  liation— to play a more 
eff ective role in explaining his behavior than the abstract principle does.

Moral schizo phre nia compromises responsibility in a still diff erent way: 
someone feels himself committed to two contradictory principles and suc-
cumbs to whichever of the two comes into his mind at the moment, even 
when this is against his interests and more stable inclinations. He thinks, for 
example, both that people who have become rich deserve to keep what they 
have earned and that comfortable members of a community have a duty to 
help care for the neediest of their fellow citizens. He supports tax reductions 
when his mind is on the deserving rich but opposes them when his mind is 
on the wretched poor. He is morally irresponsible: his behavior is not even-
handed but arbitrary and whimsical.

Very few people are so evidently schizophrenic as that, but almost everyone 
contradicts himself in a more subtle way: through moral compartmentaliza-
tion. We have convictions about Middle East politics, the proper justifi cations 
for war, permissible acts in war, self- defense on city streets, abortion, capital 
punishment, fair trials, how the local police should behave, the character and 
limits of personal responsibility for the consequences of one’s acts, a fair dis-
tribution of a community’s collective wealth, patriotism, loyalty to one’s 
friends and the limits of that loyalty, the nature of personal courage, and the 
importance of wealth, knowledge, experience, family, and achievement in 
making a life a good, successful life rather than a bad, wasted one. We have 
convictions about all these things, and our convictions may be locally sincere 
and eff ective. We may act out of these convictions on the occasions when each 
is directly relevant: when we ask ourselves whether the invasion of Iraq 
was immoral, for example, or whether taxes should be raised or lowered, or 
whether we should take up skiing. But when we step back we may fi nd that 
the coherence of our convictions is only local, that the principles or ideals that 
govern one compartment are at war with, or anyway disconnected from, those 
that govern another.
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Th e degree of potential confl ict depends on how narrow our compart-
ments are. I may have powerful convictions about the Iraq war, but if these 
do not match my convictions about other military incursions— in Kosovo or 
Bosnia, for example— then my views about Iraq are more likely to be ex-
plained by my dislike of the Bush administration or my party affi  liation. Th e 
moral responsibility I show by voting out of my sincere conviction may be 
only skin deep. More subtle— and debatable— contradictions appear when 
we compare convictions across larger categories. We have instincts and con-
victions, I said, about the special loyalty we owe to family and friends and the 
limits of that loyalty. We may and should, as individuals, show greater con-
cern for the well- being of family and friends than we show for strangers. But 
there are limits to that special concern: we may not subject strangers to risks of 
grave injury that we would not accept for ourselves or those close to us. Th ose 
are our moral convictions, but we may betray them in the po liti cal policies we 
support. We may think it right to subject foreigners to injuries and risks of 
injustice to which we would not expose our own citizens, as many Americans 
did in approving our treatment of the prisoners in Guantánamo Bay.

Th ese possibly contradictory convictions cut across the boundary between 
personal and po liti cal convictions. Now consider convictions drawn from 
categories that seem even further separated— convictions about po liti cal and 
personal virtue, for instance. It is quite common just now to say that terrorist 
atrocities show the need for a new balance between liberty and security: that 
we must curtail the individual rights we normally respect in our criminal pro-
cess in the interest of greater protection from the terrorist menace. But does 
that opinion match our convictions about the character and value of personal 
courage? Courage, we think, requires that we accept increased risks in order to 
respect principle.

Now notice convictions drawn from compartments yet further separated: 
po liti cal justice and personal standards. Suppose I embrace, self- consciously 
or by instinct, a roughly utilitarian account of distributive justice that makes 
justice depend on advancing some collective social goal like making the com-
munity richer or happier on balance. But I myself, in my personal ambitions 
and accounting, do not rate wealth or even happiness high: I might think 
that certain achievements are much more important than happiness in mak-
ing a success of my life. Or suppose I insist on an egalitarian redistribution of 
a community’s wealth without regard to whether recipients are able and will-
ing to work. I say that people’s industry and dispositions for work are them-
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selves created by social conditions and that it is therefore improper to deny 
someone a decent life just because he is lazy. But I adopt very diff erent stan-
dards in criticizing myself: I struggle against sloth, and I blame myself when 
I fail to achieve what I set out to do.

Each of these various examples of apparent confl ict or compartmentaliza-
tion of principles is of course subject to reexamination. Th e confl ict may be 
dissolved by further refl ection or discussion. I may think, or decide after fur-
ther thought, that the diff erences between the po liti cal situations in the 
Balkans and in Iraq justify my diff ering views about intervention in the two 
regions; that po liti cal offi  cials have diff erent and greater responsibilities to 
their citizens than we as individuals have to our own families; that courage is 
distinct from foolhardiness in a way that shows that our treatment of terror-
ist suspects is not cowardly; that a theory of justice may properly rest on as-
sumptions about well- being and responsibility that those who embrace the 
theory would not accept in their private lives. If I do think so, or decide so 
after refl ection, then my moral personality is more complex and has greater 
unity than at fi rst appeared. But this is hardly inevitable: it might be that fur-
ther refl ection would instead reveal my inability to unify my apparently 
confl icting convictions through distinguishing principles that I could also 
claim  wholeheartedly to accept. If so, then I have discovered a further shortfall 
in my moral responsibility. It is not deep conviction but something else—
self- interest, perhaps, or conformity or just intellectual laziness— that best 
explains how I treat other people in at least some circumstances, and I there-
fore deny them the respect that moral responsibility is meant to provide. I do 
not, after all, treat others in a principled way.

Filters

We can summarize these various threats to responsibility in a meta phor. 
Imagine that your eff ective moral convictions— convictions that exert 
some control over what you do— bind together as a fi lter surrounding your 
decision- making will. Insincere convictions and rationalizations are not ef-
fective convictions and so have no place in that fi lter, but abstract, contradic-
tory, and compartmentalized convictions are and do. Your personal history 
explains, let us assume, which eff ective convictions are part of that fi lter: they 
explain why you have developed those convictions rather than the diff erent 
convictions that other people with diff erent personal histories have developed. 



 i n t e r pr e t a t ion

Personal history also explains the great variety of other inclinations and atti-
tudes you have— emotions, preferences, tastes, and prejudices— that might 
also infl uence your decisions. Moral responsibility requires that these other 
infl uences pass through the fi lter of eff ective convictions so that they are 
censored and shaped by those convictions, as light passed through a fi lter is 
censored and shaped.

Insincere convictions and rationalizations, as I just said, can play no part 
in that fi lter. Porous eff ective convictions play some role, but because they are 
porous their protection is incomplete. If I believe only that preventative war 
is wrong unless it is necessary, and have no more detailed convictions about 
what necessity means in this context, then my decision whether to support or 
oppose a war may refl ect unfi ltered personal history like party affi  liation or 
po liti cal ambition. Flatly contradictory convictions, like the opinions that 
the rich are entitled to keep what they have earned and that the community 
is obliged to do what is necessary to help the poor, provide almost no fi lter 
even when each is sincerely held, because the choice between them, on any 
par tic u lar occasion, will be determined not by principle but by other, unfi l-
tered infl uences. Convictions whose inconsistency is hidden in compartmen-
talization are also in eff ec tive fi lters, even though they are not nakedly capri-
cious in that way, because compartmentalization allows unfi ltered infl uences 
decisively to defi ne and distinguish departments. Inconsistency across depart-
ments of moral personality shows inattention, rather than genuine respect 
and concern for others, and permits what further examination shows to be 
arbitrary diff erence rather than principled distinctions.

Our moral responsibility requires us to try to make our refl ective convic-
tions into as dense and eff ective a fi lter as we can and in that way to claim as 
much force as possible for conviction within the more general causal matrix 
of our personal history as a  whole. Th is requires that we seek a thorough co-
herence of value among our convictions. It also requires that we seek authen-
ticity in the convictions that cohere: we must fi nd convictions that grip us 
strongly enough to play the role of fi lters when we are pressed by competing 
motives that also fl ow from our personal histories. Our convictions are ini-
tially unformed, compartmentalized, abstract, and therefore porous. Respon-
sibility requires us critically to interpret the convictions that seem initially 
most appealing or natural— to seek understandings and specifi cations of these 
initially appealing convictions with those two goals of integrity and authen-
ticity in mind. We interpret each of these convictions, so far as we can, in the 
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light of the others and also in the light of what feels natural to us as a suitable 
way to live our lives. In that way we aim both to expand and thicken the ef-
fective fi lter. Much of the rest of this book is an illustration of how we might 
pursue that responsibility project.

Responsibility and Philosophy

I mean to describe how the mental life of a fully responsible person could be 
pictured, not the moral phenomenology of a responsible person. It must be 
plain by now, however, that the goal of responsibility would be impossible to 
achieve fully, even if we set out self- consciously to achieve it. We cannot hope 
to construct a dense, detailed, interwoven, wholly coherent fi lter of convic-
tion wrapped around our will that is eff ective without exception and that 
brings us a constant glow of fi ttingness. Th at would be the achievement of 
Kant’s man of perfectly good will, and no one is that intelligent, imaginative, 
and good. So we must treat moral responsibility as a work always in progress: 
someone is responsible who accepts moral integrity and authenticity as ap-
propriate ideals and deploys a reasonable eff ort toward achieving them. In 
principle this must be an individual eff ort, not only because each person’s 
initial convictions are somewhat diff erent from everyone  else’s, but because 
only the person whose settled convictions they become can gauge their au-
thenticity for him. But it would be absurd to expect everyone to engage in the 
kind of philosophical refl ection that any full- blown attempt at moral respon-
sibility would demand. So moral interpretation, like so much  else of high im-
portance, is a matter for social formation and also for division of labor.

As I emphasize in later chapters, a community’s language and culture, and 
the occasions these present for conversational exploration and collective 
thought, play an inevitable and indispensable role in anyone’s search for his 
own responsibility. Moral and po liti cal phi los o phers have their own role to 
play in that culture. It falls to them— though not only to them— to try to 
construct self- conscious articulate systems of value and principle out of widely 
shared but disparate moral inclinations, reactions, ambitions, and traditions. 
Th ey must try to establish connections and to winnow out inconsistencies 
across familiar families and departments of morality and ethics, making 
theory at once more abstract and detailed, broader and more widely inte-
grated. In that way a school or group of phi los o phers who share roughly simi-
lar general moral attitudes might hope together to provide a template of what 
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responsibility requires for people with those general attitudes: a template of 
liberal responsibility, for example. Such templates are valuable to other people 
who are refl ective and well disposed to moral responsibility, either because 
they already hold the same general values or because they fi nd those values 
newly attractive when presented in that integrated way. Even those who reject 
a par tic u lar philosophical template can nevertheless discover in its struc-
tures what moral responsibility would require for them out of their diff erent 
convictions.

In that way moral philosophy can infl uence people; it can make them 
more responsible as individuals. Village- idiot skeptics mock what they take 
to be philosophy’s pretensions: they say that a moral phi los o pher never con-
verts anyone who begins with a diff erent moral instinct or education. Th at 
claim is as silly as the opposite claim that every phi los o pher invariably con-
vinces anyone who listens to him. No doubt the truth lies somewhere in 
between, and it would take a pointlessly grand empirical program even to 
give us some idea where in between it lies. But the role we are now imagin-
ing for philosophy is anyway immune from the complaint, because that role 
makes no claims about radical conversion. Indeed, philosophy would have an 
important role to play on this account even if, as seems unbelievable, it actu-
ally never dramatically changed anyone’s opinion or behavior. For a commu-
nity or a culture has moral responsibilities of its own: its collective arrange-
ments must show a disposition toward realizing that responsibility. What ever 
the Athenians thought, history has made Socrates an ornament to Athens.

Indeed, it is easier to understand philosophy’s ambitions, and test its achieve-
ments, on the space of responsibility than that of truth. Kant’s moral philoso-
phy, for example, is best understood in those terms. As John Rawls empha-
sized in his lectures on Kant, that phi los o pher did not suppose himself to 
have discovered fresh truths about moral duties. His various formulations of 
the categorical imperative  were in the spirit of the responsibility project I de-
scribed. Being able to universalize the maxim of our conduct is hardly a test of 
truth; diff erent agents will produce diff erent schemes responding to that re-
quirement. But it is a test of responsibility, or at least an important part of such 
a test, because it provides the coherence that responsibility asks. It also tests 
the authenticity that responsibility demands: Kant said we must be able to 
will as well as imagine the universality of a maxim. Politics is for most people 
among their most important moral theaters and challenges. So a communi-
ty’s po liti cal philosophy is a major part of its conscience and claim to collec-
tive moral responsibility.
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Th ese last few paragraphs might be open to a misunderstanding I have 
been helpfully warned to avoid. I do not suggest what is patently false: that 
moral phi los o phers have a more accurate moral sense than ordinary people 
do. Th e phi los o pher’s assignment is more explicit, but his concrete judgments 
are not necessarily more sensitive. Nor is ordinary moral judgment innocent 
of philosophy: people’s opinions about good and bad, right and wrong, re-
fl ect a generally intuitive sense of how a host of more concrete moral concepts 
relate to one another. In Chapter 8 I try to explain why it is diffi  cult to account 
for moral agreement or disagreement on any other assumption.

Th e Value of Responsibility

Responsibility so understood is impossible to achieve fully. But why does 
responsibility matter? Of course it matters to us individually. Anyone who 
cares about acting as he should must aim to act coherently out of principle. 
But why do we care that others act responsibly? We care about what they 
do: we want them to act properly. But why should we care, in de pen dently, 
whether they act out of conviction or for some other reason? Consider two 
imaginary leaders of democracies, both of whom bring their nations into war 
in the Middle East. Each says that he acts to free an oppressed people from a 
savage dictator. One is sincere: he believes that powerful nations have a duty 
to liberate oppressed people, and he would not have committed his nation to 
war had he not thought the population oppressed. Th e second is insincere: he 
goes to war because he thinks it important that his nation have greater con-
trol over the oil resources of the region. His appeal to a moral duty is only 
window dressing: if the nation he attacks had not been oppressed by a dic-
tator, he would have invented some other excuse. (Th ese descriptions are so 
crude that I need not add that I have no actual politicians in mind.) One, we 
say, has acted responsibly, even if wrongly; the other has not acted responsibly, 
and we despise him. Why is the diff erence so important?

It might be tempting to think that people who follow some principle rig-
orously, rather than acting on impulse or for their own narrow advantage, are 
more likely to do what is in fact the right thing. But that assumption is not 
justifi ed: there are more mistaken convictions than sound ones. Indeed, people 
who act out of mistaken principle are sometimes more dangerous than those 
who only feign principle: the latter act wrongly only when this is to their ad-
vantage and hence can more easily be deterred by fear of po liti cal retribution 
or criminal prosecution. Why do we nevertheless praise sincerity as valuable 
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for its own sake? We cannot say that when sincere people are in the right they 
are guided by moral truth, while insincere people can be right only by acci-
dent. We have rejected the causal impact hypothesis: even sincere people’s 
convictions never stand causally downstream of moral truth.

Th e sincere leader’s behavior, let us for now assume, is caused by his beliefs 
about the moral duty of powerful nations. No moral conviction fi gures in 
any causal explanation of the insincere leader’s behavior. But even if we grant 
this, the causal role of conviction cannot be exhaustive or even particularly 
deep. We can explain why the sincere leader invaded by citing his conviction. 
But we must then ask why he came to have that conviction rather than the 
diff erent convictions many other people have, and our answer to that ques-
tion will end in the expanded personal history I described, or in some sup-
position about what we would fi nd if we knew that history in more refi ned 
detail. If we go far enough back in the causal chain, that is, we fi nd that cul-
ture, education, genes, and even perhaps self- interest play much the same 
role, fi nally, in explaining the behavior of sincere and insincere people. If the 
sincere leader had been educated in a diff erent culture or family, or perhaps if 
his genes  were diff erently arranged, he might well have thought that power-
ful nations have a duty not to intervene in the aff airs of other people, even to 
save them from a savage dictatorship. So the behaviors of the sincere and the 
hypocritical leaders have a parallel deep causal origin. Why is it so important 
that in one case the causal route runs, toward the end, through a fi lter of con-
viction, while in the other it does not?

In Chapter 7 I will propose a connection between morality and ethics. In 
brief: we try to act out of moral conviction in our dealings with other people 
because that is what our own self- respect requires. It requires this because we 
cannot consistently treat our own lives as objectively important unless we 
accept that everyone’s life has the same objective importance. We can— and 
do— expect others to accept that fundamental principle of humanity. It is, we 
think, the basis of civilization. But we know that many other people draw 
very diff erent conclusions from ours about what further moral convictions 
the principle entails. In Parts Four and Five I defend a detailed view of its 
implications, but that view is and will remain controversial. Only a minority 
of Americans now accept, for instance, that the fundamental principle re-
quires even a roughly equal distribution of a po liti cal community’s wealth. 
Community and civility nevertheless require a high level of tolerance: we can-
not treat everyone who disagrees with us as a moral outlaw. We must respect 
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the contrary opinions of those who accept the equal importance of all human 
lives but who disagree with us, in good faith, about what that means in prac-
tice. We must respect them, however, only so far as they accept the burden of 
responsibility we have canvassed in this chapter, because only then do they 
really accept that equal importance. Only then do they try to act consistently 
with what they take, rightly or wrongly, to be its demands.

Th e most vulnerable members of any community are likely to benefi t most 
by our treating responsibility as a distinct virtue and requirement, because they 
are most likely to suff er when people do not give everyone the advantage of 
principles they generally endorse. But everyone benefi ts in a more diff use way 
by living in a community that, by insisting on responsibility, signals a basic 
shared respect even in the face of moral diversity. Th ese benefi ts are particu-
larly important in politics, because politics are coercive and the stakes are 
invariably high and often mortal. No one can sensibly expect that his offi  cials 
will act always out of principles that he himself thinks right, but he can ex-
pect his offi  cials to act out of the principles they themselves endorse. We feel 
cheated when we suspect corruption, po liti cal self- interest, bias, favoritism, 
or whimsy. We feel cheated of what those in power owe those subject to that 
power: responsibility that expresses equal concern for all. Nothing in these 
social and po liti cal values of responsibility is undermined by the further as-
sumption I said might seem to threaten moral responsibility: that even sin-
cere people’s convictions are causally explained not by encounters with truth 
but by a varied and contingent personal history.

Responsibility and Truth

Evidence, Case, and Ground

Morally responsible people may not achieve truth, but they seek it. It might 
seem, however, that the interpretive account of responsibility compromises 
that search. Responsibility seeks coherence and integration. But the truth 
about morality, some phi los o phers think, is crowded with confl ict and com-
promise: moral values are plural and incommensurate. So insisting on coher-
ence, they say, blinds us to obdurate confl ict that is really just there.

Is responsibility therefore misconceived? I began this chapter by distinguish-
ing responsibility from truth. Now we must consider how these two virtues 
are connected. In Chapter 4, in the course of an argument against the causal 
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impact hypothesis, I used a phi los o pher’s term: I said that moral properties 
“supervene” on ordinary properties. I must now say more about what that 
means and entails. Judgments about the physical and mental world can be 
barely true in the following sense. We can imagine another world that is now 
exactly like ours in every detail of its present composition save one: in place of 
the black pen on your desk in this world, on the otherwise identical desk of a 
person otherwise identical to you in that other world, the pen is blue. Nothing 
 else need now be diff erent in the two worlds in consequence of which those 
pens, otherwise exactly alike, are of diff erent colors. Physical facts like that one 
can stand alone: that is what it means to say that they can be barely true.

Th at is not the case with moral and other value judgments, however. Th ey 
cannot be barely true; if two worlds diff er in some value they must diff er in 
some other, nonevaluative, way as well. Th ere cannot be another world just 
like this one except that in that world Th e Marriage of Figaro is trash or that 
in that world it is morally permissible to torture babies for fun. Th at would 
indeed be possible if value judgment  were a matter of perceiving value parti-
cles. Th en it would make perfect sense to suppose that moral judgments can 
be barely true: that they could be true in one world but false in another one 
otherwise exactly alike if morons  were confi gured diff erently in the two worlds. 
But there are no moral particles or anything  else whose bare existence can 
make a value judgment true. Values are not like rocks that we might stumble 
across in the dark. Th ey are not just stubbornly there.

When a value judgment is true, there must be a reason why it is true. It  can’t 
be just true. Th at is not necessarily the case in science. Our scientists aim to 
fi nd the most fundamental and embracing laws of physics, biology, and psy-
chology that they can. But we must accept the possibility— or in any case the 
sense of the idea— that at some point in the scarcely imaginable future the 
possibility of further explanation will give out: that at some point it would 
be correct to say, “Th at’s just the way things are.” We may say this too early 
or with only error in hand. Scientists may one day fi nd the comprehensive 
principles they seek: a principle of physics, perhaps, that explains everything 
physical and encapsulates biology and psychology as well. Or their search for 
unifying principles may turn out to be misconceived. Th e universe might be 
fi nally untidy: as Einstein put it, God might have missed an opportunity for 
elegance. Th ere may be a way the world had to be. Or perhaps not; perhaps 
it might have been diff erent. All that remains to be seen— or not, depending 
on the survival and improvement of intelligent creatures.
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In any case it makes sense to think there is a way the world just is and 
therefore a theoretical end to explanation. In his lectures on quantum elec-
trodynamics to a general audience, the physicist Richard Feynman said, “Th e 
next reason that you might think you do not understand what I am telling 
you is, while I am describing to you how Nature works, you won’t understand 
why Nature works that way. But you see, nobody understands that. I  can’t 
explain why Nature behaves in this peculiar way . . .  So I hope you can ac-
cept Nature as She is— absurd.”

Can you imagine a moral phi los o pher speaking that way? “I will tell you 
how morality works— progressive income taxes are wicked— but no one can 
understand why they are wicked. You must understand Morality as She is— 
absurd.” It is always appropriate to ask why morality requires what we say it 
does, and never appropriate to say: it just does. Very often, of course, we can-
not say much more than that. We might say: “Torture just is wrong, and 
that’s all there is to it.” But this is only impatience or lack of imagination: it 
expresses not responsibility but its opposite.

True, single- minded phi los o phers sometimes off er their moral opinions in 
the form of an axiomatic system: some utilitarians say, for instance, that all our 
obligations fl ow from a most basic obligation to do what ever will produce the 
greatest surplus of plea sure over pain in the long run. But when other phi los o-
phers make trouble by producing apparent counterexamples— by pointing out, 
for instance, that this supposed basic obligation might require infl icting in-
tense torture on one or a few innocent people to avoid a tiny incon ve nience to 
billions of others— those utilitarians try to fi nd reasons why their principle 
would not have that consequence. Or they try to modify it so that it would 
not, or they argue that adhering to their principle even when it has such unap-
pealing consequences is nevertheless justifi ed for some other reason: in order 
to respect the equal importance of all human lives, for example. Th ey do not 
say: “It is too bad that our principle has such consequences but that is how 
the cookie crumbles. Our principle is just, as it happens, true.” We would 
be appalled if they did: it makes sense to ask for support even for a very abstract 
moral principle, and in some circumstances it would be irresponsible not to try 
to provide one. Once again, phi los o phers’ habit of claiming “intuitions” might 
mislead us. In its innocent use, the claim is only a statement of conviction. It 
might also suggest an inability to provide a further reason for that conviction. 
But it should not be meant or understood to deny the possibility of a further 
reason.
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Here is the same point through a diff erent distinction. In the formal and 
informal sciences we seek evidence for propositions, and in the domain of value 
we make a case for propositions. Evidence signals the likelihood— perhaps the 
extreme likelihood— of a further fact. But it does not help to constitute that 
further fact or make it true. Th e further fact it signals is entirely in de pen dent: 
it is genuinely another fact. If there is water on some planet in a distant galaxy, 
then the proposition that there is water there is true. What makes it true— 
what supplies, we might say, the ground of its truth— is the water there. We 
may well have evidence of its truth, in the form of spectrographic data, but it 
would be a silly mistake to think that that evidence made the proposition true.

We cannot, however, make the same distinction in the case of moral judg-
ment. Suppose we think that America’s invasion of Iraq was immoral and we 
off er, as part of our case, that the Bush administration was culpably negligent 
in relying on faulty intelligence. If we are right, the administration’s negli-
gence is not evidence of some further, in de pen dent fact of immorality that we 
might establish in some other way. It is part of what makes the war immoral. 
Th e distinction is easy to illustrate in law. When the prosecutor shows the jury 
fi ngerprints, he is introducing evidence that the accused was at the scene. 
When he cites a pre ce dent to show that the law does not recognize a par tic-
u lar defense, he is making a case for that conclusion. Th e pre ce dent is not 
evidence of a further and in de pen dent legal fact. If the prosecutor’s case is 
sound, the pre ce dent he cites helps to make his claim true.

Th e fi rst distinction I drew explains the second. Because value judgments 
cannot be barely true, they can be true only in virtue of a case. Th e judgment 
that the law does not permit a par tic u lar defense, or that invading Iraq was 
immoral, can be true only if there is an adequate case in law or morals that 
supports it. Given Hume’s principle, that case must contain further value 
judgments— about the right understanding of the doctrine of pre ce dent or 
about the responsibilities of po liti cal offi  cials. None of those further value judg-
ments can be barely true either. Th ey can be true only if a further case can be 
made supporting each of them, and that further case will ramify into a host of 
other judgments about law and blame that cannot themselves be barely true 
but need yet further cases to show them true if they are true. How can this pro-
cess of justifi cation come to an end? Any actual person’s attempt to justify a 
moral judgment will of course come to an end soon, no matter how energetic 
and conscientious he is, in exhaustion or lack of time or imagination. He can 
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then say no more than that he “sees” its truth. But when must a moral justifi ca-
tion end because there is no more to say? It cannot end in the discovery of some 
master fundamental principle that is itself barely true, in some foundational 
statement about how things just are. Th ere are no moral particles, and so there 
is no such principle.

Th e best we can say is: the argument ends when it meets itself, if it ever 
does. We can elaborate the meta phor I used earlier. If you or ga nized all your 
moral convictions into an ideally eff ective fi lter encapsulating your will, they 
would form a large interconnected and interdependent system of principles 
and ideas. You could defend any part of that network only by citing some 
other part, until you had somehow managed to justify all parts in terms of 
the rest. Justifying your condemnation of the Iraq war might in that way in-
clude, at some point in an extraordinarily extended account, appealing to 
principles about negligence in personal matters, trustworthiness as a virtue, 
and caginess as a vice, and then to further principles purportedly justifying 
each of these convictions, and so on nearly forever. Th e truth of any true 
moral judgment consists in the truth of an indefi nite number of other moral 
judgments. And its truth provides part of what constitutes the truth of any of 
those others. Th ere is no hierarchy of moral principles built on axiomatic 
foundations; we rule that out when we dismiss morons from our ontology.

How vast a vast network of conviction should we imagine? Morality is 
only one department of value, only one dimension of conviction about what 
ought to be. We also have convictions about what is beautiful, for instance, 
and what it is to live well. Morality itself has departments: we distinguish 
personal from po liti cal morality and the morality of obligation, right and 
wrong from the morality of virtue and vice. Is there any limit to the range of 
convictions to which we might appeal in making a case that some action is 
morally right or morally wrong? Or that someone is virtuous or vicious, or 
that something is beautiful or ugly, or that some life is successful or unsuc-
cessful? Could a case for the unfairness of affi  rmative action include an aes-
thetic judgment as well as a moral one? Could a case for the right way to live 
include claims about the natural evolution of the universe or about the bio-
logical heritage of animals in human beings? I see no conceptual or a priori 
reason why not. What can count as an argument for a moral conviction is a 
substantive matter: we must wait to see what connections among diff erent 
departments of value seem pertinent and appealing.
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Confl icts in Value?

But might we not discover confl ict as well as coherence in our constructions? 
Some distinctions are necessary. We must distinguish, fi rst, values from de-
siderata. Values have judgmental force. We ought to be honest and not cruel, 
and we have behaved badly if we are cruel or dishonest. Desiderata, on the 
contrary, are what we want but do no wrong not to have. Or not to have as 
much of as we might. Desiderata almost always confl ict: I like lemonade and 
lemon tart, but I have only one lemon. A community wants the highest level 
of security, the best educational system, the most effi  cient transport network, 
and the best available health care. But its bud get is tight.

Th e serious and important question is whether values confl ict with one 
another. Values often confl ict with desiderata. Some steps we might take to 
improve safety from terrorists, which we certainly desire, would compromise 
liberty or honor. Some apparent confl icts of that sort may dissolve on further 
study. We may fi nd that a better understanding of liberty shows that the mea-
sures that improve security do not compromise liberty after all. But some-
times further study reinforces the confl ict: a nation’s honor is indeed sacrifi ced 
when alleged terrorists are tortured. Th ere is no moral confl ict in such cases, 
however, because morality requires that we give up what ever security our dis-
honor would achieve.

Moral confl ict— confl ict between two values— is our worry now. Richard 
Fallon describes an awkward situation. A colleague asks you to comment on 
a draft of his book, and you fi nd it bad. You will be cruel if you are frank but 
dishonest if you are not. Two questions arise. First, does it follow that there is 
no right answer to the question what you should do? Th at the case for hon-
esty is neither stronger nor weaker than the case for kindness in these cir-
cumstances? Second, even if there is a right answer to that question, must you 
necessarily have compromised some moral value what ever you do? Does do-
ing the right thing in such circumstances, all things considered, mean never-
theless doing something bad? Do kindness and honesty really confl ict?

Th e fi rst question raises the issues of Chapter 5. I urged the importance of 
distinguishing uncertainty from indeterminacy, and that distinction is essen-
tial  here. Of course you might be uncertain whether it is better— or perhaps 
less bad— to be cruel or dishonest in these circumstances. But I cannot imag-
ine what ground you could have for the alternate conclusion that neither would 
be better. Th ere are no bare moral facts: moral reasoning, as I said, means 
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drawing on a nested series of convictions about value, each of which could in 
turn draw on still other such convictions. What ground could you have for 
thinking that you would never see a reason, no matter how long you wrestled 
with the issue, why one choice of confl icting values in one set of circumstances 
is morally preferable to the other choice? What ground could you have for the 
even more ambitious hypothesis that there is no such reason to discover?

Turn to the second question. Is there really a confl ict  here at all? Do honesty 
and kindness really confl ict, even from time to time? If I am to sustain my main 
claims in this book, about the unity of value, I must deny the confl ict. For my 
claim is not just that we can bring our discrete moral judgments into some kind 
of refl ective equilibrium— we could do that even if we conceded that our values 
confl ict, by adopting some priorities for values or some set of principles for adju-
dicating confl icts in par tic u lar cases. I want to defend the more ambitious claim 
that there are no genuine confl icts in value that need such adjudication. It is, I 
agree, natural to say in a case like Fallon’s that we are torn between kindness and 
honesty. We might disagree, however, as to why it seems natural.

Here is one story. Moral responsibility is never complete: we are constantly 
reinterpreting our concepts as we use them. We must put them to work day 
by day even though we have not yet refi ned them fully to achieve the integra-
tion we seek. Our working understanding of the concepts of cruelty and 
dishonesty is good enough for most cases: it allows us comfortably to identify 
and, with a good will, avoid both vices. But sometimes, as in this case, that 
working understanding seems to pull us in opposite directions. We can do no 
better at this stage than to admit this by reporting an apparent confl ict. It 
 doesn’t follow that the confl ict is deep and genuine, however. Just now I dis-
tinguished two questions. What is the right thing to do? Is the apparent con-
fl ict real? Th ese questions cannot be so in de pen dent as my distinction sug-
gested. Th e fi rst question requires us to think further, and the way we think 
further is to further refi ne our conceptions of the two values. We ask whether 
it is really cruel to tell an author the truth. Or whether it is really dishonest to 
tell him what it is in his interests to hear and no one’s interests to suppress. 
However we describe the pro cess of thought through which we decide what 
to do, these are the questions that, in substance, we face. We reinterpret our 
concepts to resolve our dilemma: the direction of our thought is toward unity, 
not fragmentation. However we decide, we have taken a step toward a more 
integrated understanding of our moral responsibilities.

On this story, apparent confl ict is inevitable but, we can hope, only illusory 
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and temporary. We confront it at retail, case by case, but we confront it through 
a conceptual rearrangement that works toward eliminating it. What other 
story might one tell? Consider this one: “Moral confl ict is real, and any theory 
that denies this is false to moral reality. Once we understand the nature of 
kindness and of honesty, we see that, in cases like this one, they just do confl ict. 
Th at confl ict is not an illusion produced by incomplete moral interpretation; it 
is a matter of plain fact.” But what in the world could that supposed plain fact 
consist in? Kindness and honesty cannot just have one content or another, be-
cause moral claims cannot be barely true. I repeat tediously: no moral particles 
fi x what these virtues just are. Nor do the concepts have a precise and confl ict-
ing content just in virtue of linguistic practice. Moral concepts are (as I have 
already begun to call them) interpretive concepts: their correct use is a matter 
of interpretation, and people who use them disagree about what the best inter-
pretation is. Many people do believe that it would be an act of kindness to tell 
your colleague the truth. Or that it would not be dishonest, in this circum-
stance, to trim. Th ey are not making a linguistic mistake.

Th ere is another possibility. It might be that for some reason the best inter-
pretation of our values requires that they confl ict: that they serve our under-
lying moral responsibilities best if we conceive them in such a way that from 
time to time we must compromise one to serve another. Values don’t confl ict 
just because they do, but because they work best for us when we conceptual-
ize them so that they do. Th at is a conceivable view, and perhaps someone 
might make it seem plausible. Th at would not, however, show that confl ict 
is just a stubborn fact we must recognize. It would provide an interpretation 
that reconciles values in a diff erent way: by showing confl ict as a deeper 
collaboration.

Do We Need Truth?

We have reached the foothills of full value holism— the hedgehog’s faith that 
all true values form an interlocking network, that each of our convictions 
about what is good or right or beautiful plays some role in supporting each of 
our other convictions in each of those domains of value. We can seek truth 
about morality only by pursuing coherence endorsed by conviction. We can-
not will ourselves to embrace some conviction simply because it fi ts and uni-
fi es the rest of our convictions. We must also believe it or fi nd something  else 
that fi ts that we do believe. Equally, we cannot rest satisfi ed with convictions 
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we fi nd we believe if they do not fi t. We must fi nd convictions that we believe 
and that do fi t. Th at is an interpretive pro cess, as I said, because it seeks to 
understand each part and strand of value in the light of other strands and 
parts. No one can manage this fully, and there is no guarantee that we will 
all be able, even together, to manage it very well.

I intend no kind of relativism. I do not suggest that a moral opinion is true 
only for those who think it true. I mean to describe method, not metaphysics: 
how you must proceed if truth is on your agenda. Two people who both rea-
son responsibly and fi nd conviction in what they believe will reach diff erent 
conclusions about what is right and wrong. But they will share the belief that 
there is a getting it right and a getting it wrong about what is right and wrong. 
A third person may challenge that shared belief: he may think that the fact of 
their disagreement indicates that there is no truth to be had. But that is only a 
third position of the same kind, a third moral stance to assess. Perhaps the third 
contestant cannot convince the fi rst two to abandon the belief they share. 
Th en he is in the same position as they are: there is no philosophical safe har-
bor in the neighborhood. We must each believe what we responsibly believe. 
We are all out on some limb, even if it is not the same limb.

Why then talk about truth at all? Why not retire truth and speak only of re-
sponsibility? People seem more comfortable saying of some moral opinion not 
that it is true but that “it is true for me” or “it works for me.” Th ese are some-
times taken to be skeptical confessions, but they are better understood as claim-
ing responsibility in lieu of truth. I said, earlier in this chapter, that the value 
of moral philosophy depends more on its contribution to responsibility than to 
truth. Why then not drop truth altogether? We could just make and criticize ar-
guments. Th at would come to the same thing as seeking and claiming truth, but 
without raising hackles as the vocabulary of truth seems always to do.

We would purchase that peace at considerable cost, however. Explicitly 
declaring a lack of interest in truth would pass for skepticism, and that would 
encourage all the confusion we uncovered in Part One. Insisting on truth has 
more positive virtues as well. It keeps before us the deepest philosophical chal-
lenge of this domain: to make sense of the idea that there is unique success to 
be had in inquiry, even when that inquiry is interpretive rather than empirical 
or logical, even when that inquiry admits no demonstration and promises no 
convergence. External skepticism is no threat to that idea. Internal skepticism 
exploits it— as in the case of wine, for instance. We must not only make sense 
of unique success in interpretive inquiry but struggle to achieve it.
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Perhaps the vocabulary of truth seems more appropriate in science because 
we can more sensibly expect convergence there. It is worth noticing, however, 
that if we are thorough realists about science, we are threatened with an espe-
cially deep kind of error that is no threat in morals or other genres of interpre-
tation. In science, if the physical world is as it is no matter whether there is any 
reason to think it is that way, we may be in irretrievable error. Our beliefs may 
be wrong in spite of the fact that we could fi nd no evidence that they are wrong. 
We might be in fundamental and uncorrectable error about events in some 
other universe, for example, or about events so far away that their light cannot 
reach us before our universe expires. But because the truth about morality 
just is what the best case shows, our moral convictions cannot be irretrievably 
mistaken. Our culture or education or other factors of personal history may 
prevent us from appreciating the best case. But people with diff erent personal 
histories might well discover and appreciate it. Moral truth is always within 
human grasp in a way that scientifi c truth may not always be.

One fi nal observation. Earlier I disparaged Archimedean second- order 
meta- ethics. I should therefore say that I understand these preliminary remarks 
about truth in morals as themselves part of fi rst- order moral theory, albeit the 
most abstract part. My claims about truth are drawn from the substantive 
theory of moral responsibility off ered in this chapter and also from Hume’s 
principle, which is itself a thesis about moral responsibility. But my remarks are 
indeed only preliminary. We need to explore the idea of truth in morals further 
and more substantively; we do that at several points in the argument to come. 
First— immediately—as part of a wider inquiry into what interpretation is.



Interpretive Truth?

You are interpreting me as you read this text. Historians interpret events and 
epochs, psychoanalysts dreams, sociologists and anthropologists societies 
and cultures, lawyers documents, critics poems, plays, and pictures, priests 
and rabbis sacred texts, and phi los o phers contested concepts. Each of these 
genres of interpretation  houses a large variety of apparently diff erent activi-
ties. Lawyers interpret contracts, wills, statutes, chains of pre ce dent, democ-
racy, and the spirit of constitutions; they dispute how far the methods appro-
priate to each of these exercises hold good for the others. Critics in art and 
literature count, as interpretations, such very diff erent claims as that the value 
of art lies in moral instruction, that Piero della Francesca’s Th e Risen Christ is 
a pagan rather than a Christian painting, and that Shylock’s Jessica betrayed 
her father because she hated being a Jew.

In this chapter we consider interpretation in general. I argue that all these 
genres and types of interpretation share important features that make it ap-
propriate to treat interpretation as one of two great domains of intellectual 
activity, standing as a full partner beside science in an embracing dualism 
of understanding. I try to answer the following questions. Is there truth to be 
had in interpretation? Can we sensibly say that one lawyer’s interpretation of 

7
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 i n t e r pr e t a t ion

the First Amendment, one critic’s reading of Yeats’s Among School Children, 
one historian’s understanding of the meaning of the American Revolution, is 
true and all confl icting interpretations false? (Or, what comes to the same 
thing, that one is the soundest or most accurate and the others each to some 
degree less sound or accurate?)

Or must we say that there are no true or false or even most or least accu-
rate interpretations of these objects but only diff erent interpretations of them? 
If there is truth (or unique success) in interpretation, then in what does this 
truth (or unique success) consist? What makes one reading of Yeats’s poem or 
the Constitution true or sound and others false or tinny? Is there some im-
portant diff erence between truth in interpretation and truth in science? Are 
these great domains of investigation suffi  ciently diff erent in their structure to 
justify my large claim of an all- embracing dualism? Can the truth about in-
terpretation take the form of internal skepticism? Can the unique truth be 
that there is no uniquely right interpretation but only a family of interpreta-
tions on a par with one another?

Of course, that we use a single word “interpretation” to describe all the ap-
parently disparate genres I named is far from itself conclusive that they have 
some important feature in common. Th ey may be related only by what Witt-
genstein called “family resemblance”: perhaps, that is, legal reasoning shares 
some feature with conversational interpretation that makes it appropriate to 
say that lawyers interpret statutes, and historical argument shares a diff erent 
feature with conversational interpretation that makes it appropriate to say 
that historians interpret historical events, but legal reasoning and historical 
argument nevertheless share no feature in virtue of which they are both ex-
amples of interpretation. Language is often misleading in that way: there 
may be nothing we can usefully call interpretation in general.

Certainly there is no such thing as interpreting in general, that is, inter-
preting in the abstract rather than in some par tic u lar genre. Imagine that 
fl ashing dots of color suddenly appear on the wall in front of you as you read, 
and someone asks you to interpret those dots. You could not even make a 
beginning without some working assumptions about how the dots  were cre-
ated. You would have to decide whether to treat them as a coded message, 
perhaps from an extraterrestrial source, or as a light show designed by some 
artist, or as a template for a child’s drawing lesson, or as created in some other 
way for some diff erent purpose. Only then could you begin to construct an 
interpretation; you would need, that is, to take up a par tic u lar genre of inter-
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pretation before you could interpret at all. Th at might suggest that the diff er-
ent genres have little in common. However, there is one important contrary 
indication. We fi nd it natural to report our conclusions, in each and every 
genre of interpretation, in the language of intention or purpose. We speak of 
the meaning or signifi cance of a passage in a poem or a play, of the point of a 
clause in a par tic u lar statute, of the motives that produced a par tic u lar dream, 
of the ambitions or understandings that shaped an event or an age.

Ambivalence

In Part One we several times noticed people’s characteristic ambivalence 
about their moral and other value judgments. We cannot resist thinking our 
moral convictions true, but many of us seem also unable to resist the contrary 
thought that that they  can’t really be true. We fi nd the same phenomenon 
throughout interpretation. Interpreters seem characteristically to assume that 
an interpretation can be sound or unsound, correct or incorrect, true or false. 
We accuse some people of misinterpreting us or Yeats or the Re nais sance or 
the Sale of Goods Act; we suppose that there is truth to be found or missed 
about the meaning of each of these objects of interpretation. We distinguish 
between an accurate interpretation and one that is admirable in some other 
way. A musician might fi nd great plea sure in listening to a Glenn Gould per-
for mance of a Beethoven sonata, for example, but nevertheless think that as 
an interpretation of the sonata Gould’s per for mance is a travesty. An Ameri-
can lawyer might wish that the equal protection clause could properly be in-
terpreted as requiring states to spend as much educating students in poor 
neighborhoods as in rich ones, but agree that it cannot be so interpreted.

True, in some contexts it would sound odd as well as unusual for an inter-
preter to claim a unique truth. A director or actor who off ers a new interpre-
tation of Hamlet need not (and better not) claim that his interpretation is the 
only correct one and that all other approaches to the play are wrong. (Th e 
idea that there is no one best way to perform Hamlet on the stage is an ex-
ample, as I shall argue later in the chapter, of successful internal skepticism 
about productions of a classic.) But it would be equally odd for a critic who 
has devoted his life to understanding that play to add, in a coda to his great 
work, that his study is only one among many interesting approaches and 
that other approaches are equally valid. In some circumstances skepticism 
would seem not only odd but outrageous. Imagine a judge sending an accused 
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criminal to jail, perhaps to death, or awarding a huge verdict against a civil 
defendant, and then conceding in the course of his opinion that other inter-
pretations of the law that would have required contrary decisions are just as 
valid as his own. Or a friend who insists that you keep a burdensome promise 
though he concedes that a diff erent interpretation of what you said, which con-
tains no promise, would be an equally successful report of your meaning.

So at least in most cases the phenomenology of interpretation— how it 
feels to interpreters— includes a sense that interpretation aims at truth. An 
eminent critic of an earlier day, F. R. Leavis, emphasized the demand of sin-
cerity in criticism and said that aiming at truth was of the essence: “A real 
critical judgment, of its very nature, always means to be more than merely 
personal . . .  Essentially, a critical judgment has the form, ‘Th is is so, isn’t it?’ ” 
Another, probably equally infl uential, critic, Cleanth Brooks, said, “I suppose 
that the practicing critic can never be too often reminded of the gap between 
his reading and the ‘true’ reading of the poem . . .  Th e alternatives are desper-
ate: either we say that one person’s reading is as good as another . . .  or  else 
we take the lowest common denominator of the various readings that have 
been made.”

Nevertheless, just as some of us are uncomfortable fl atly claiming truth 
for our moral convictions, many of us are uncomfortable making unqualifi ed 
claims of truth for our interpretive judgments. Many lawyers, for example, 
who would be shocked to fi nd the language I just imagined in a judge’s opin-
ion, are nevertheless also troubled when legal phi los o phers suggest that there 
is always one best interpretation of a legal provision or pre ce dent and that all 
the other interpretations are wrong. Th ey prefer locutions that avoid that fl at 
claim. An academic lawyer might say, for example, that though a par tic u lar 
interpretation of the equal protection clause seems the best to him, he knows 
that others disagree, and he cannot say that there is only one correct interpre-
tation or that those who disagree with him are simply mistaken. Th at bizarre 
form of words makes no sense at all: if in his opinion one interpretation is 
best, then, also in his opinion, contrary interpretations are inferior and he 
contradicts himself when he asserts that some of them are not. But the popu-
larity of such incoherent statements underscores the uncertainty many people 
feel about the truth- seeking status of interpretation.

External skepticism is, of course, a constant temptation: some critics de-
light in saying that there is never one correct reading of a poem or a play but 
only diff erent ones that happen to appeal to diff erent people. Th ey think their 
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skeptical posture is justifi ed by the fact that eminent critics often disagree. 
But external skepticism is as confused in art as it is in law and morals. Once 
we take care to distinguish uncertainty from indeterminacy, we see that a 
skeptical interpretive claim— that there is no one right way to read the poem 
or the clause— is itself an interpretive claim. Global interpretive skepticism 
must be internal— a dramatically ambitious claim that could only be re-
deemed by a heroically ambitious theory. Th is striking parallel between am-
bivalence in interpretation and in moral conviction reinforces the claim I 
made in Chapter 6: that moral reasoning is interpretive. It also poses an im-
mediate challenge for this chapter. I must try to show how the account of 
truth and responsibility I off ered in Chapter 6 fi ts not only moral interpreta-
tion but interpretation in general and explains the ambivalence we fi nd in 
both the larger and the narrower domains. I must also respond to the other 
questions and challenges I described.

Most interpreters assume, in some moods at least, that their interpretive 
judgments can be true or false. But in what can that truth or falsity consist? 
And how can it follow from the truth of one that another is false— rather 
than simply about something  else? In many genres interpreters diff er strik-
ingly not only in the conclusions they reach but in the methods they use to 
reach those conclusions. In literary interpretation, for example, new tribes of 
critics emerge daily claiming an entirely diff erent— and better— way to read 
Spencer or Kerouac: we are treated to psychodynamic readings, all- within- 
the- text readings, reader response readings, cultural myth readings, Marxist 
and feminist readings. Can we make any sense of the competition among these 
tribes? Competition not just for academic promotion or power but for accu-
racy? Or should we say that each tribe pursues a diff erent project, so that there 
is no more competition between them than between a doctor and a fi nan-
cial advisor? Scholars can be in confl ict, after all, only when they are trying to 
answer the same question, and though these scholars seem to take themselves 
to be disagreeing with one another, often heatedly, they also set out very dif-
ferent questions to answer.

Th e phenomenology of interpretation raises other puzzles as well. Often 
we are struck by a par tic u lar reading of a poem— it feels right— yet we have 
nothing to say in favor of our opinion to other people who have other opin-
ions. Nothing to say, that is, beyond just pointing to some passage and wait-
ing for the conversion to take place. In some genres interpretation is character-
istically ineff able. We sense that some per for mance of a sonata or production 
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of a play is right, that it brings out what is really in the work, but that sense 
far outruns our ability to explain why it is right. In the case of some genres, 
moreover, we feel that interpretation would be spoiled by any self- conscious 
attempt at justifi cation. It might be deadening for a musician to try to explain 
in any detail just why an interpretation that seems right is right. Perhaps he 
really should— whatever this means— just let the music speak to and for 
him. We often fall back on troublesome meta phors and personifi cations like 
that one: we say that the right interpretation leaps from the page or that the 
sonata itself dictates how it must be played or— most common— that a skilled 
and sensitive interpreter just “sees” what a work of art means or says.

In spite of these hesitations and opaque meta phors, however, the distinc-
tive truth- seeking and argumentative phenomenology of interpretation sur-
vives. Interpretation would be a radically diff erent intellectual activity if 
interpreters did not characteristically claim truth and assume disagreement 
rather than only diff erence. Th e ineff ability we sense is therefore troubling: it 
makes a poor match with truth. If our instincts are right, and one reading 
of Yeats or the equal protection clause really is better than another, then why 
 can’t we explain why it is? Interpretive judgments, like moral judgments, 
 can’t be barely true. It  can’t be just a brute fact with no further explanation 
that Shylock’s Jessica betrays her father because she is ashamed of being a 
Jew. Th ere must be some further explanation of why that is true, if it is true. 
What in the world could make it true?

Psychological States

One answer to that daunting but inescapable question has seemed, to some 
interpreters, compelling across the range of interpretive genres. Th is is the 
familiar psychological state theory of interpretation. It holds that interpretive 
claims are made true, when they are true, by actual or counterfactual facts 
about the mental states of one or more people. If Jessica did hate being a Jew, 
that is so only in virtue of Shakespeare’s intention or assumption in writing 
her lines. If the equal protection clause forbids all racial quotas, that is so be-
cause the nineteenth- century authors of that clause, or the public for whom 
they acted, believed it would do that. If commerce rather than liberty was the 
moving ideal of the American Revolution, that is because a very large num-
ber of people who played central roles in that drama had commerce somehow 
in mind.
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Th e mental states that make an interpretive claim true need not, on this 
view, be simple or even transparent to the people whose states they are. Shake-
speare’s intention might have been subconscious. Th e congressmen who ad-
opted the Fourteenth Amendment might not have thought about affi  rmative- 
action racial quotas; it may only be true that they would have wanted their 
clause to forbid such quotas if they had thought about the matter. Th e 
thoughts that made commerce the point of a great revolution might have been 
made up by many hundreds of very diff erent thoughts of many thousands of 
diff erent people who  were not aware of having any joint thought at all. But in 
the end it is psychological states of some kind that make an interpretive claim 
true, or nothing does.

It is easy to explain the popularity of this psychological state theory. It 
makes the truth of interpretive claims depend on an ordinary kind of fact; if 
it succeeds, therefore, it dissolves the mystery that seems to surround the idea 
of interpretive truth. Th ere is nothing particularly mysterious about play-
wrights having intentions: after all, everyone does. Th e psychological state 
thesis also explains why we fi nd it natural to speak of meanings and pur-
poses in all genres of interpretation. Th e meanings and purposes in ques-
tion are those, on this view, of the people whose mental states make interpreta-
tions true.

Nevertheless the psychological state thesis fairly obviously fails if we take 
it as a general theory of interpretation fi t for all genres. It is normally correct 
about conversational interpretation. What makes you right in your under-
standing of what your friend said to you, if you are right, is essentially what 
he intended you to understand in speaking to you as he did. But in some 
genres the psychological state theory is plainly wrong, and in others it is both 
highly controversial and very implausible. It seems wholly implausible in his-
torical interpretation: it is silly to think that whether the American Revolu-
tion should now be seen as dominated by commercial interests or po liti cal 
ideals turns on which thoughts  were in the minds of either key actors or the 
relevant populations at large. It is now widely thought preposterous, among 
sophisticated lawyers, that the correct interpretation of a statute depends on 
the mental states of the legislators who enacted it. Lawyers do speak of a 
“statutory intention” in explaining how they think a par tic u lar enactment 
should be read. But they cannot mean, by the intention of the statute, what 
the legislators had in mind as they voted. Many legislators do not understand 
the statutes they vote on, and those who do are as often moved by their own 
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po liti cal motives— to please constituents, fi nancial backers, or party leaders— as 
by any principles or policies that a lawyer might attribute to what they enact.

In the literary and artistic genres, what is called the “author’s intention” 
theory of interpretation has been pop u lar in some periods but unfashionable 
in others. It played little or no role in early accounts of the point or value of art: 
both Plato and Aristotle, for example, assumed that what ever value art has 
lies in imitation, so that understanding a work of art consists only in identi-
fying what it can be seen as copying. (Two millennia later Hamlet said that 
art is nature’s mirror.) Th e author’s intention theory was pop u lar in the nine-
teenth and early twentieth century, particularly among critics who styled 
themselves romantics. But it has been under sustained attack since and is 
now generally dismissed as based on what extremely infl uential critics deemed 
the “intentional” fallacy. On the newer view, once an author has released his 
work to the public he has no more authority than anyone  else over what that 
work should be understood to mean. Th e author becomes, in a nice phrase of 
Paul Ricoeur’s, only “fi rst reader.” A successful theory of interpretation must 
explain both the popularity and the shortcomings of the psychological state 
theory; it must explain why that account of interpretation seems so natural in 
some genres, familiar but controversial in others, and ineligible in still others. 
It must also explain why, even in genres in which the psychological state theory 
is ruled out, we still fi nd it natural to report our interpretive conclusions as 
claims about what something means.

Th e Value Th eory

A successful theory of interpretation must achieve a tenuous balance. It must 
account for the sense and possibility of truth in interpretation, but it must 
also account for the ineff ability of that truth and the familiar, irresolvable 
clash of opinion about where it lies. Neither skepticism nor simplicity will 
serve. I shall now formulate, though still only in a rough and perhaps cryptic 
way, the theory of interpretation that I try to defend in this chapter. Interpre-
tation is a social phenomenon. We can interpret as we do only because there 
are practices or traditions of interpretation we can join: these are the prac-
tices that divide interpretation into the genres I listed. We can talk about the 
meaning of a statute or a poem or an epoch only because others do that: they 
understand what we mean to claim when we say that the equal protection 
clause permits affi  rmative action or that Lady Macbeth was or was not mar-
ried before.
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Th ese social practices are truth- seeking. In each case, when we off er an 
interpretation of something, we state and are understood to be stating what 
we take to be the truth of some matter. We do not treat these interpretive 
practices as pointless exercises: we assume that something of value is and 
ought to be served by forming, presenting, and defending opinions about the 
scope of the equal protection clause or Lady Macbeth’s sexual history. We ac-
cept a responsibility, as interpreters, to promote that value. When we interpret 
any par tic u lar object or event, therefore, we are also interpreting the practice 
of interpretation in the genre that we take ourselves to have joined: we inter-
pret that genre by attributing to it what we take to be its proper purpose— the 
value that it does and ought to provide.

Interpretation is therefore interpretive, just as morality is moral, all the 
way down. A par tic u lar interpretation succeeds— it achieves the truth about 
some object’s meaning— when it best realizes, for that object, the purposes 
properly assigned to the interpretive practice properly identifi ed as perti-
nent. Interpretation can therefore be understood, analytically, to involve three 
stages. We interpret social practices, fi rst, when we individuate those prac-
tices: when we take ourselves to be engaged in legal rather than literary inter-
pretation. We interpret, second, when we attribute some package of purposes 
to the genre or subgenre we identify as pertinent, and, third, when we try to 
identify the best realization of that package of purposes on some par tic u lar 
occasion. Th ere is space, at each level but particularly at the latter two, for a 
skeptical opinion: that there is no right answer to the question what value a 
genre serves or what best serves that value on this occasion. I return to that 
possibility later in this chapter, but it is important to notice, now, that a skep-
tical opinion is only a diff erent interpretation. It rests as much on assump-
tions about value as any of the positive interpretations it challenges.

Th e level of convergence or divergence a par tic u lar interpretive commu-
nity exhibits in these various judgments determines whether interpretation 
fl ourishes within that community or whether it dissipates into mere diff er-
ence. Th e convergence required is greatest at the fi rst stage. If there is no 
substantial agreement about what counts as literary rather than some other 
form of interpretation, then no genuine disagreement in literary interpreta-
tion is possible. It is greater at the second stage than the third: if lawyers did 
not agree that the interpretation of a statute is a po liti cal exercise, there could 
be no recognizable statutory interpretation. How much agreement is neces-
sary at each stage to sustain the practice is not fi xed a priori. We discover how 
much and what kind of disagreement can be tolerated only ex post: only by 
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judging whether some par tic u lar practice of agreement and disagreement re-
mains fruitful or runs into argumentative sand.

I warned that this skeletal account of the value theory of interpretation 
might seem cryptic. But it will prove helpful, I believe, to have at least this 
skeleton in hand before elaborating the theory through examples. Two imme-
diate clarifi cations are necessary. First, few interpreters have a self- conscious 
articulate theory of the boundaries or point of any interpretive genre, though 
some academic interpreters do have such theories. Most interpreters collect a 
set of inarticulate assumptions unrefl ectively in and through their experience 
of interpreting; these may simply refl ect the parallel and unquestioned as-
sumptions of an interpretive subculture to which they belong because of their 
distinctive education and training. Th at helps to explain the ineff ability I 
described: why an interpretation can seem compelling to someone, just as a 
matter of what he “sees” in the object being interpreted, even though he could 
not give any extended account of why.

I do not assume that interpreters adopt a self- conscious value strategy or 
that they are aware that they are interpreting a larger practice as they inter-
pret a statute or a poem. I off er the value strategy as a reconstruction not as a 
psychological report of how they think. Th at account exposes, we might say, 
the submerged assumptions that we can sensibly attribute to interpreters to 
explain how they support or oppose interpretive claims— assumptions that 
redeem their intuitive sense that there is truth to be had in such claims.

Second, no sensible reconstruction of any interpreter’s judgment could re-
duce the sense he has formed, through training and experience, of the point 
of interpretation in his genre to a single crisp maxim. Th at is why I described 
an interpreter’s assumptions as an inarticulate package. If an interpreter in 
any genre actually tried to make an articulate and reasonably full case for 
any par tic u lar interpretive claim, he would draw on a complex web of back-
ground convictions that he could not have set out in advance but rather de-
velops as he explains. We might be able to set out a single background as-
sumption that all interpreters in a genre would endorse. We might say, for 
example, that a musical per for mance serves the purpose of recreating a work 
of art to make it come alive. But that anodyne level of description obliterates 
the complexity of what it tries to capture. Th e judgment that a par tic u lar in-
terpretation of a par tic u lar object or event best realizes a practice’s value is 
always, therefore, a very complex claim, which of course adds to its inherently 
controversial character.
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Th is is still very abstract. I can off er a quick example from legal practice 
because the structure of interpretation in that genre is relatively transpar-
ent. Statutory interpretation aims to make the governance of the pertinent 
community fairer, wiser, and more just. Th at description fi ts what lawyers 
and judges do when they interpret statutes; it justifi es that practice, in a gen-
eral way, and it suggests, also in a very general way, what standards are ap-
propriate for deciding which interpretation of a par tic u lar statute is most 
successful. But it is too abstract to be helpful in practice. Lawyers must rely 
on more refi ned and complex statements of the value of their practice actu-
ally to decide between competing interpretations.

Th ey must decide, for example, what division of po liti cal authority among 
diff erent branches of government and civil society is best, all things consid-
ered. Th at question in turn forces upon American lawyers, at least, further 
and more general questions of demo cratic theory; they must assume or de-
cide, for instance, drawing on theory or instinct, how far unelected judges 
should assume an authority to decide for themselves which of the semanti-
cally available interpretations of a controversial statute would produce the best 
law. Each of these further questions, in its turn, implicates still further ques-
tions that would require, if they  were pursued, deeper expeditions into po liti-
cal and moral theory that take lawyers even further from the par tic u lar stat-
ute that is their initial challenge. Disagreements among lawyers about the 
best interpretation of par tic u lar statutes are therefore symptoms of submerged 
and often unrecognized disagreements about these extensions and refi nements. 
Lawyers who disagree about the best conception of democracy are likely to 
disagree, for that reason, about the best interpretation of the equal protection 
clause or even the Uniform Commercial Code.

Here is another, quite diff erent and more concrete, example to bear in 
mind. A 2009 issue of the New York Review of Books reviewed the changing 
history of critical interpretations of the eighteenth- century French paint er 
Antoine Watteau. Th e change in critics’ understanding of Watteau’s work 
over the centuries is striking. Initially he was celebrated (and later dismissed) 
as light, joyful, frivolous, even eff eminate, an expression of the pleasure- 
seeking Pa ri sians’ rapturous emancipation from the cultural oppression of 
the dour Sun King, a bridge to the rococo. Th en, in the more severe nine-
teenth century, a new orthodoxy took hold: Watteau was very far from frivo-
lous; on the contrary his “robust and virile” paintings, in the words of a promi-
nent twentieth- century critic,  were drenched in isolation and melancholy. In 
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the latest book, under review in the article, the critic “wants to steep the 
paintings in the world he currently inhabits, and vice versa; in the pro cess, 
Watteau’s own moment of novelty gets overlaid with the many versions of the 
modern that ensued . . .  [his painting of the pierrot Gilles] taps us into the 
revival of mime theater in 1830s Paris and the resuscitation of that revival in 
Marcel Carné’s great fi lm of 1945, Les Enfants du Paradis— not to mention 
Cézanne’s pictorial dalliances with pierrots in the 1880s, and Picasso’s after 
the Great War. And these give us a larger sense of what Watteau was up 
to . . .  Gilles suggests a characteristically modernist anxiety.”

Th is kaleidoscope of contradictory interpretation does not refl ect revolu-
tionary discoveries about Watteau’s artistic intentions. Nor is it helpful simply 
to say that later critics saw in the pictures what earlier ones had missed; on 
the contrary, the fact that diff erent critics saw diff erent things is part of what 
needs explaining. If we are to make sense of what seems undeniable— that 
each of the long succession of critics took himself to be right and others seri-
ously wrong about “what Watteau was up to”— we must study not the critics’ 
research into the paint er’s thoughts and ambitions but their sense of where 
value lies in art and of their own role in creating that value.

Important Distinctions

Collaborative, Explanatory, and Conceptual Interpretation

Th e legal example crisply illustrates the skeleton description I off ered of the 
value account. We reconstruct an interpretation by distinguishing three ele-
ments explicit or buried within it: fi rst, a background identifi cation of a prac-
tice or tradition to which the interpretation belongs (statutory or constitu-
tional interpretation); second, a set of assumptions about the purpose of that 
practice (a theory of democracy that divides authority between parliaments 
and adjudicators); and third, a claim that the proff ered interpretation realizes 
those purposive assumptions better than any alternative understanding. Th is 
still skeletal account is artifi cial in a variety of ways: it neglects, for instance, 
the interaction among the diff erent steps. My sense of what the equal protec-
tion clause means and requires is not just drawn from but in turn colors my 
sense of the role of constitutional constraints in a democracy. Interpretation 
is holistic: just as a moral phi los o pher aims at holding together concrete 
moral opinions and abstract justifying principles, reinterpreting each of these 
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as necessary to achieve that integration, so an interpreter seeks, though usu-
ally unawares, an integration of background values and concrete interpretive 
insights. Some surprising reading of a play may strike an interpreter as so 
suddenly illuminating— that the murder of King Hamlet was a desperate act 
of self- defense by discovered illicit lovers, for example— that he comes to 
reject any abstract account of literary interpretation that would rule out that 
reading.

Th e skeleton is nevertheless important because it allows us to focus on the 
crucial connection between value in and standards of interpretation. Th e 
value account blurs the line between two questions we might have thought 
very diff erent. What does some object— a law or a poem or a painting— 
mean? What kind of value does that object have, in itself or for us? Th e value 
account makes answers to the fi rst of these questions sensitive to answers to 
the second. It supposes that as an interpreter’s understanding of a diverse mix 
of values shifts, so will his concrete interpretive opinions in any number of 
genres. Th e several authors of a recent and comprehensive anthology of liter-
ary theory and criticism, summarizing its over 2,500 pages of readings, report 
this connection between theories of the character and value of literature and 
theories about how to read that literature.

Th eories of literature and theories of reading have affi  nities with one an-
other.  Here are four instances. First, the formalist idea of literature as a 
well- made artistic object corresponds to the notion of reading as careful 
explication and evaluation of dense poetic style. Second, when viewed as 
the spiritual expression of a gifted seer, poetry elicits a biographical ap-
proach to criticism focused on the poet’s inner development. Th ird, dense 
historical symbolic works presuppose a theory of reading as exegesis or 
decipherment. Fourth, literature conceived as social text or discourse calls 
for cultural critique. While we can separate theories of literature from 
theories of interpretation, they often work hand in hand.

Th e value account of interpretation extends this thesis across the diff erent 
genres of interpretation. It encourages further and crucial distinctions among 
the diff erent types of value that a genre or an occasion of interpretation might 
be thought to exhibit. It allows us to distinguish, for example, collaborative, 
explanatory, and conceptual occasions of interpretation. Collaborative inter-
pretation assumes that the object of interpretation has an author or a creator 
and that the author has begun a project that the interpreter tries to advance. 
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Conversational interpretation is almost always collaborative, and much liter-
ary and artistic interpretation is collaborative as well. Listeners or readers typi-
cally take themselves to be partners in a project initiated by a speaker or 
writer: they aim at a successful communication of what the latter intends to 
communicate. Sartre said that “creation can fi nd its fulfi llment only in read-
ing, since the artist must entrust to another the job of carry ing out what he 
has begun.” Law is also collaborative: a judge takes himself to aim at the 
same goal— justice—as the statesmen who made the laws he interprets. Even 
when he sees his role as entirely subordinate to theirs, the subordination is, in 
his view, itself justifi ed by the overall goal of justice he shares with them.

Explanatory interpretation presupposes something diff erent: not that in-
terpreters are in partnership with those who created some object or event, but 
that an event has some par tic u lar signifi cance for the audience the interpreter 
addresses. Historical, so cio log i cal, and psychodynamic interpretation are 
usually cases of explanatory interpretation. A historian who constructs a 
theory about the meaning of the French Revolution or the Holocaust is not 
in partnership with Jacobins or Nazis. Instead he tries to fi nd the signifi cance 
of these epochs and events for those he addresses. Conceptual interpreta-
tion is structured by yet a diff erent assumption: that the interpreter seeks the 
meaning of a concept, like justice or truth, that has been created and re created 
not by single authors but by the community whose concept it is, a community 
that includes the interpreter as a creator as well. In conceptual interpretation, 
that is, the distinction between creator and interpreter that marks collabora-
tive and explanatory interpretation disappears, not because an interpreter is 
free to use these concepts as he wishes but because his use of the concept, in 
response to what he believes the right interpretation, will at least impercepti-
bly change the interpretive problem future interpreters face. I noticed concep-
tual interpretation earlier in this book: in explaining the concept of an agent’s 
having a reason. We take up conceptual interpretation in much more detail in 
Chapter 8.

In collaborative interpretation there is a direct connection between the 
value an interpreter assigns to the class of objects he interprets and the value 
he assigns to interpreting such objects. He treats himself as having joined an 
author in an attempt to realize, in a conversation, a law, a poem, or a picture, 
the value he believes it can and should have; how he interprets hinges on the 
latter judgment. A negative critic takes that pro cess a further step. He argues 
that he cannot make a success of the collaboration. Th e author has not 
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produced anything that can be interpreted as realizing the kind of value at 
which he should aim: the speaker has hidden his meaning in garbled syntax, 
the parliamentary draftsman’s text plainly commands injustice, the poem can-
not be rescued from banality. Th ese judgments assume that the interpreter has 
made the object he interprets the best it can be and that, on his lights, that is 
not good enough.

Th e most infl uential literary critics focus their skills, understandably, on 
success rather than failure— on universally acclaimed masterpieces— and 
they are explicit in relying on par tic u lar standards of literary excellence to 
justify that title. Consider the similarities and diff erences between the two 
critics I mentioned who insisted so forcefully on truth in interpretation. Lea-
vis and Brooks  were equally direct in rejecting the psychological state expla-
nation of where that truth lies; they insisted that the meaning and value of a 
poem must be found in its text with no assistance from biography or from 
the author’s own account of what he was trying to achieve. Th ey  were there-
fore both, in that sense, formalists, but while Brooks dismissed any distinc-
tion between content and form, and denigrated the idea that literature should 
yield to “paraphrase,” Leavis emphasized the necessity of what he called 
moral seriousness in art. Th at emphasis is evident both in his ranking of the 
achievement of novelists (he counted Austen, Eliot, James, Conrad, and 
Lawrence as alone “great” En glish novelists because they best represented 
what he called the special “moral tradition” of that language) and in his in-
terpretive reading of those novels: in his broad characterization of Portrait 
of a Lady as a “moral fable,” for example, and his confi dence in such minute 
observations as that Lord Warburton would not have off ered an En glish 
girl, with her diff erent “ethics,” what he off ered Isabel Archer: to “light your 
candle.”

Th e diff erence between Brooks’s and Leavis’s visions of greatness in litera-
ture is alive in their diff erent readings of Yeats. Leavis found few of Yeats’s 
poems great because he found them morally inaccurate; Brooks thought Yeats 
a master poet because he found Nietz sche in him. Compare Leavis’s account 
of Among School Children, which he counted among the few great Yeats poems 
because it “has the force of convinced and irresistible truth,” with Brooks’s 
treatment of the poem. Th en compare both their readings with that of 
Yeats’s biographer, Roy Foster, who begins his study by reporting the impact 
that Yeats’s visit to St. Otteran’s School in Waterford had on his theories of 
education. Yeats mentioned the visit “more than once” in his Senate speeches 
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on the subject and wrote Among School Children a few weeks after the visit. 
Foster has no doubt that the “Ledaean body” evoked for Yeats by a school 
child was that of his early lover, Maud Gonne, who had had an unhappy 
childhood and was now, like himself, “hollow of cheek,” and Foster describes 
the poem as “carry ing a po liti cal charge” and as occupied with “the inade-
quate approaches to a philosophic understanding of the world epitomized by 
classical theories of education.”

Brooks, writing de cades earlier, anticipated and warned against both these 
ideas. He declared it as hardly worth saying that the poem is not some “ab-
stract proposition” about education, and he regarded the identifi cation of the 
Ledaean body with Gonne as a corrupting mistake— a mistake he attributed 
to “the perils of biographical bias.” Now consider a very diff erent kind of 
critic, Northrup Fry, who utterly denied the anthem of “new critics” like 
Brooks that the value and meaning of a work of art is self- contained. Fry in-
sisted that the greatness of literature required tapping eff ectively into arche-
typical cultural myths. (He made the grave- digger scene in Hamlet a memory 
of the myth of Liebestod, the operatic linking of love and death.) Leavis read 
Yeats’s Sailing to Byzantium poem as a meditation coupling optimism and 
pessimism about death; Foster, as preoccupied “not so much with a heavenly 
city on earth” as with “artistic absorption in the act of creation”; Fry, as a superb 
example of the “comic” vision.

When we turn from collaborative to explanatory interpretation, we see 
ascriptions of value operating at several levels. A historian may explain an event 
by ascribing purposes to par tic u lar historical actors: to the Austrian diplo-
mats reacting to the archduke’s murder at Sarajevo, for example. Or, what is 
very diff erent, by ascribing a collective intention to a great mass of people 
that could not be replaced by any description of the discrete intentions of 
individual people: that Americans  were moved to in de pen dence by economic 
rather than po liti cal ambitions, for instance. But a historian’s general approach 
to history— which ascriptions of purpose he takes to be important or rele-
vant, if indeed he takes any to be— depends on his own sense of the point and 
value of historical interpretation. Historians seek to make the past intelligible 
to the present, but they diff er in their understandings of what dimensions of 
information or report best serve that purpose.

Herbert Butterfi eld’s polemic against what he called the Whig interpreta-
tion of history beautifully illustrates that disagreement. “Th e Whig historian,” 
Butterfi eld declared, “can say that events take on their due proportions when 
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observed through the lapse of time. He can say that events must be judged by 
their ultimate issues, which, since we can trace them no farther, we must at least 
follow down to the present. He can say that it is only in relation to the 20th 
century that one happening or another in the past has relevance or signifi cance 
for us.” Butterfi eld contrasts his own opinion: “It is easy to see the fi ght be-
tween Christianity and Paganism as a play of forces and to discuss it so to speak 
in the abstract; but much more illuminating to watch it as the interplay of per-
sonalities and people . . .  much more interesting if we can take the general state-
ment with which we began . . .  and pursue it in its concrete incidence till we 
discover into what manifold detail it diff erentiates itself. It is along this road that 
the historian carries us, away from the world of general ideas.”

Th e diff erences in what two historians regard as “illuminating” or 
“interesting”— between Th omas Macaulay’s fascination with big ideas as 
moral lectures and Butterfi eld’s with minute details he found interesting just 
in themselves— shapes what each fi nds in history; what he takes to be the 
“meaning” of epochs and events. Butterfi eld says that the Whig historians 
 were ignorant of the suff ering that the religious wars caused. Th at is almost 
certainly untrue— how could they be?— but they may well have thought that 
the suff ering, however deplorable, could contribute nothing of instruction to 
what makes the history of those wars valuable to us now. Marxist historians 
are diff erent still; they write what the British Marxists called “history from 
below”— from the point of view of the poor and oppressed. Th at perspective 
cannot be explained, certainly not fully, by any assumption of historical ma-
terialism. It is better explained on the assumption that focusing attention on 
the history of oppression will help in the battle for a better society. If a histo-
rian thinks that history can be a weapon in the hands of the masses, that 
thought will teach him what to fi nd important in history.

In de pen dence, Complementarity, and Competition

We need yet another set of distinctions, however, before we can do even lim-
ited justice to the practices and attitudes of interpretation. We must distin-
guish between occasions on which two diff erent interpretations of the same 
object or event are in de pen dent of one another, because each can either ac-
cept or deny the other, or be complementary to one another, because each takes 
itself to be adding insight to the other without challenging its accuracy or 
importance, or competitive with one another because each makes claims that 
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assume that the other is in some way defective. A causal account of the gen-
esis of some work of art— that the artist was commissioned to paint a donor’s 
portrait as worshipper and to use a good deal of expensive cobalt blue in the 
composition— would in itself be in de pen dent of any interpretive reading of 
the work: that the work is religious or ironic in character, for instance.

Carl Jung thought psychological explanations of why an artist writes or 
paints as he does in de pen dent of interpretation in the same way: “Th ough the 
material he works with and its individual treatment can easily be traced back 
to the poet’s personal relations with his parents, this does not enable us to 
understand his poetry.” Laurence Olivier’s Hamlet, however, refl ected a 
psychodynamic interpretation in every gesture and intonation: the famous 
actor, like so many others of his time, used Freud not simply to speculate why 
Shakespeare wrote the closet scene as he did but to fi x what the closet scene 
means, and though Olivier’s interpretation might be regarded as comple-
mentary rather than confl icting (I discuss that possibility later), it was cer-
tainly meant to teach audiences something about the play, not simply about 
its author.

How shall we tell whether two diff erent interpretations of a par tic u lar work 
are in de pen dent, complementary, or confl icting? Whether Foster’s reading of 
Among School Children is meant simply to add information to nonbiographical 
readings like those of Brooks or Leavis, or rather to supply a better reading 
than either of theirs? Th at is itself a question of interpretation— not of Yeats, 
of course, but of these various critics. Consider this diff erent example. Th e 
pop u lar Shakespearean critic J. Dover Wilson argued that it is incontest-
able “that Shakespeare and his audience regarded Bolingbroke as a usurper.” 
He argued that Richard II must therefore be read as a defense of the legitimate 
order and that this reading is “evident from the  whole tone and emphasis” of 
the play. Stephen Greenblatt, speaking for a movement he described as the 
“new historicism,” criticized Dover Wilson’s reading, not because he doubted 
the latter’s understanding of Tudor po liti cal opinion (though he noted that 
Elizabeth I appeared to take a diff erent view), but because Dover Smith, 
though no New Critic, was assuming that the correct interpretation of a clas-
sic remains fi xed over time— what the artist produced at a par tic u lar moment 
rather than a social artifact that changes as circumstances do. Greenblatt dis-
agrees. Interpretations, he thinks, “are not intrinsic to the texts; rather than 
are made up and constantly redrawn by artists, audiences, and readers . . .  In 
this light, the study of genre is an exploration of the poetics of culture.” He 
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thus cites the importance of the fact that Dover Wilson’s lecture on the play 
was given in Weimar in 1939, when a defense of a legitimate though weak gov-
ernment might have seemed still very much in point.

We may be tempted to think that Greenblatt is not really disagreeing with 
Dover Wilson about the best interpretation of Richard II; that he is rather 
taking up a diff erent project so that his work is in de pen dent, or perhaps 
complementary, but not confl icting. E. D. Hirsh, another prominent critic 
who favors the psychological state school of literary interpretation, distin-
guishes what he calls the signifi cance of a work of art for its audience, which 
of course changes over time and place, from the meaning, which Hirsh be-
lieves is fi xed. We might say that Dover Wilson lectured about the meaning 
of Richard II and Greenblatt about its signifi cance, including its signifi cance 
for Dover Wilson and his Weimar audience, so that the two critics did not 
really disagree. But this won’t work. We  can’t read Greenblatt in that perhaps 
tempting way: he plainly thinks that the methods of interpretation once in 
vogue, now to be replaced by the new historicism he champions, are in some 
way not just limited to interpretation as distinct from social history but 
wrong as interpretation because they are insuffi  ciently steeped in social his-
tory. It is the same with postmodernism, deconstructionism, critical feminist 
interpretation, and all the rest of the new small talk. Th ey pick fi ghts when 
they could settle for comfortable compatibility.

What are these fi ghts about? What does Greenblatt think his new tribe of 
critics can do that is not just diff erent from but better than what was done 
before? Th at is a diffi  cult and neglected question: we need the value theory of 
interpretation to answer it. Th e projects Brooks or Leavis or Foster or Hirsh 
or Dover Wilson or Greenblatt announce are too diff erent from one another 
to allow us to say that they follow the same interpretive methods but reach 
diff erent conclusions. We can generate no more confl ict just by comparing 
the methods these critics use than Jung saw between his psychology and any 
critic’s interpretation. We need to focus on what I called the second stage of 
a reconstructed interpretation— on the values the critics assign to a practice 
they take themselves to share— to fi nd space for disagreement.

An interpretive school is a shared interpretation of the point of the larger 
practice a group of interpreters take themselves to have joined. For there 
is tradition in criticism as much as in creation: what T. S. Eliot said about 
poets— that they cannot write poetry except as part of a tradition that they 
interpret and through interpretation retrospectively shape— is true of critics 
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as well. Literary critics see their craft as a tradition instinct with value and 
hence responsibility. Th ey disagree about what that value is and therefore 
what responsibility they have. Th e New Critics did not simply choose a new 
occupation to take up, like a doctor switching specialties. Th ey saw a defi n-
ing responsibility in the traditions of literary criticism— a responsibility to 
make something grander of literature and particularly poetry than other 
techniques could. Th ey thought their methods better suited to a better un-
derstanding of what the long practice of criticism demands of its practitio-
ners. Marxist critics see a very diff erent responsibility in the same tradition. 
Frederic Jameson said that in Marxist interpretation, “Th e individual text 
retains its formal structure as a symbolic act: yet the value and character of 
such symbolic action are now signifi cantly modifi ed and enlarged. On this 
rewriting, the individual utterance or text is grasped as a symbolic move in 
an essentially polemic and strategic ideological confrontation between the 
classes.”

Th is is the deep dynamic that explains large and small shifts among schools 
and vogues of interpretation: the shared assumption of responsibility to a 
practice together with diff erent assumptions about what that responsibility 
now demands. Judges, historians, and literary critics all take themselves to 
have responsibilities, roles to play given by the traditions of some genre. Th eir 
theories of those responsibilities are as much creative, and are even more evi-
dently in confl ict, than the discrete interpretations they propose in the light 
of those theories. Contrast the claim of Terry Ea gleton, a Marxist critic, that 
“modern criticism was born of a struggle against the absolutist state” with the 
histories of critical tradition off ered by representatives of almost any other 
interpretive style. We can fi nd room for disagreement rather than just dif-
ference among interpretive schools only when we push that far back in an in-
terpretive reconstruction of their arguments. It is only when we take seriously 
what the critics themselves say, noticing the other critics they take themselves 
to be disagreeing with, that we ourselves, interpreting them, can decide what 
in de pen dence and confl ict there is in their diff erent projects and styles. Only 
then can we see the in de pen dence of a Jungian explanation from a Freudian 
interpretation of Hamlet and the genuine confl ict between Whig and Marx-
ist understandings of religious wars and traditional and revisionary interpre-
tations of Richard II.

Compare the deep confl icts among schools of interpretation in law. We 
see the parallels most clearly when we focus on judges, not because judges are 
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the only interpreters of law— they are certainly not— but because both the 
responsibility and the tradition are clearer in their case than in that of advo-
cate, professor, or citizen. Th e history of western adjudication, from Justinian 
to the International Criminal Court, shows a considerable variety in judges’ 
interpretations of their own responsibilities. What we now call “mechanical” or 
“conceptual” jurisprudence is part of that story, as are the more modern in-
terpretive schools of judicial deference, legal realism, social policy, economic 
effi  ciency, interpretive analysis, and what ever comes next. It is easier to see these 
schools of adjudication as in competition than to see competition in other 
interpretive genres, because the institutional demands and consequences of 
adjudication remain constant as the schools of legal interpretation shift. But 
the shifts in conceptions of other interpretive roles even in our own time— of 
historians from Hugh Trevor Roper to Eric Hobsbawm, of journalists from 
Walter Lippman to Edward R. Murrow to Hunter Th ompson, of art critics 
from Bernard Berenson to Svetlana Alpers and Michael Freed— shows a par-
allel interpretation and reinterpretation of responsibility.

I must not exaggerate the importance of these various distinctions among 
types of interpretation and relationships among them. It rarely matters in 
which box or boxes we place a critic’s work. We can profi t from what seems 
illuminating without pursuing distracting issues of categorization or decid-
ing how far diff erent critics really disagree with one another. But sometimes 
the distinctions are essential, either to avoid confusion or to locate genuine 
and important disagreement we might have missed. In recent years, in univer-
sities and particularly in law schools, a variety of self- styled “critical” schools 
of interpretation have fl ourished and waned. Critical feminist interpretations 
of the oeuvre of Walt Disney point to the stereotyping of Minnie Mouse and 
her unquestioned subordination to Mickey. Th ese seem, at fi rst glance, ex-
ercises in explanatory, not collaborative, interpretation. Th e feminist critics 
certainly do not regard themselves as Disney’s partners in some aesthetic ad-
venture. Th ey seek to expose what they take to be one signifi cant and malign 
aspect of pop u lar culture: its sexist roots and hidden infl uences. Yet we can-
not ignore the anger these writers feel at more conventional criticism that fi nds 
charm in the naiveté of anthropomorphized animals. In these critics’ opin-
ion, ignoring the sexism is a failure in an important and traditional critical 
responsibility and helps to perpetuate what it ignores.

Th e rise and fall of what was called “critical legal studies” in American law 
schools provides an even better example of the same phenomenon. Th e “Crits,” 
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as they called themselves,  were anxious to debunk the widespread assump-
tion that law is the product of legal offi  cials trying to work out a coherent set 
of principles of personal and po liti cal morality for the regulation of social 
and commercial interaction. Crits aimed to expose the contradictions in legal 
doctrine produced by powerful groups pursuing their own interests rather 
than the impact of moral and po liti cal principle. Th at is explanatory interpre-
tation: it claims contemporary signifi cance in a par tic u lar account of how the 
law developed. Th ere is no reason why critical legal studies, so understood, 
should think itself competitive with conventional collaborative interpretation 
that aims to improve the law by imposing some greater degree of integrity and 
principle on doctrine whose causal roots may well have been what the Crits 
claim they  were. On the contrary, the two enterprises might well be thought 
complementary: aiming to improve law both by demystifying the origins of 
doctrine and then bending doctrine through enlightened interpretation to 
better ends. Th ere is no confl ict in fi nding the causes of legislation in greed 
and interpreting that legislation so as to thwart greed; it takes  rose- colored 
glasses to deny the fi rst but not to insist on the second.

But critical legal studies did take itself, and noisily, to be competitive with 
what its acolytes called “liberal legalism.” Th is combat may have refl ected 
a crude confusion between interpretation and explanation, as I once perhaps 
uncharitably suggested. However, the posture of antagonism these scholars 
took up may have refl ected a more profound judgment about the proper 
responsibilities of legal scholarship. If the proper goal of a demystifying ex-
planatory interpretation is radically to change opinion and practice, then it 
might best achieve this by wearing collaborative clothing. It might try to in-
terpret the practice it hopes to change in the worst light it can, which of course 
requires it to insist that this is the best light possible, and so to oppose any 
attempt to picture it better. Th at reading does make critical legal studies the 
enemy of liberal legalism.

Interpretive Skepticism

Th ese are examples of actual competition hidden by apparent in de pen dence 
or complementarity. It is often more soothing to suppose, in the opposite di-
rection, that apparently contradictory interpretations are actually comple-
mentary or in de pen dent. In that way we might diff use the tension between 
our inescapable sense that there is unique truth to be had in interpretation 
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and our unease in actually claiming that truth in controversial cases. We tell 
ourselves that the unique truth is that there is no unique truth, that a work of 
art is greater when it can sustain wildly diff erent readings, and we invoke the 
tired meta phor of a multifaceted diamond. But the occasions on which this 
strategy succeeds are relatively few.

One attempt to avoid direct competition is relativism— the thesis that 
correct standards of interpretation are relative to diff erent schools or com-
munities of interpreters. If so then diff erent interpretations that appear to 
contradict one another really do not because they must be judged against dif-
ferent standards. Consider the various formulations of this view by the critic 
and columnist Stanley Fish. He argued, once, that certain crucial aspects of 
a poem can be appreciated only temporally, by a reader who has a series of 
reactions, some of which are cancelled or modifi ed as he progresses. “Th us, in 
the case of three sonnets by Milton, what is really happening depends upon a 
moment of hesitation or syntactic slide . . .  In a formalist analysis that mo-
ment will disappear, either because it has been fl attened out and made into an 
(insoluble) crux or because it has been eliminated in the course of a procedure 
that is incapable of fi nding value in temporal phenomena.” Th ere is nothing 
skeptical in this argument: on the contrary, it insists that any analysis that 
denies force in “temporal phenomena” like a “syntactic slide” inevitably misses 
something of objective value.

But later in the same essay (as published) Fish, in what he called a “self- 
consuming” act, took all this back. “I must give up the claims implicitly 
made in the fi rst part of the essay. Th ere I argue that a bad (because spatial) 
model had suppressed what was really happening, but by my own principles 
the notion ‘really happening’ is just one more interpretation.” Of course it is 
just one more interpretation. But it is not yet clear why it is not a better inter-
pretation. Or a worse one. It  doesn’t help to say, as Fish does, that a poem is 
created by a reading and that there is therefore no text in de pen dent of a par-
tic u lar reading and no reading in de pen dent of a par tic u lar reader. If we are 
drawn to that way of putting the point— there are others— our question then 
becomes: Why does one reading not create a better poem and therefore show 
the reader to be a better reader?

Still later Fish seemed to off er a fl atly skeptical answer. He called his way 
of reading a “fi ction” and declared, “My fi ction is liberating. It relieves me of 
the obligation to be right (a standard that simply drops out) and demands 
only that I be interesting (a standard that can be met without any reference at 
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all to an illusory objectivity).” But still later he called that last statement “the 
most unfortunate sentence I ever wrote,” and repudiated it because it implies 
“relativism.” But immediately thereafter he declared that standards of right 
and wrong in interpretation are indeed relative— to “community goals and 
assumptions.” Th at statement of relativism, too, is just one more interpreta-
tion, and we need to ask why it is true. Why are the goals and assumptions of 
one community not better than those of another? Why are they not the best 
they can be? If they are the best, then they are not just correct relative to that 
community. Th ey are just correct, and the goals and assumptions of other 
communities are mistaken. Fish denies this possibility; he insists on relativism. 
But he needs a positive argument for this piece of internal skepticism, and I 
cannot fi nd one. We cannot fi nd one just in the familiar fact of the diversity 
of interpretive schools. Or in the lack of any Archimedean platform from 
which interpretations can be judged without any interpretive assumptions. 
Th at would only send us back to the failed arguments for external skepticism 
we canvassed in Part One.

I do not deny, however, that there are good positive arguments for internal 
skepticism in literary interpretation. A critic might think he shows a poem to 
be greater, and therefore better acquits his critical responsibility, when he in-
sists that there is no single right way to read it. Earlier I mentioned Leavis’s 
reading of Sailing to Byzantium, which contains this: “Intensely the soul in-
terrogates itself and its images of fulfi llment and fi nds no answer that  doesn’t 
turn into an irony . . .  the ambiguity is essential and undeniable: Which is 
it— nostalgia for the country which is not for old men, or nostalgia for the 
eternal posited as the antithesis? Th e poet  couldn’t, I think, have said, and in 
any case the question isn’t his but ours.” In this case, reading this poem, 
Leavis thinks moral seriousness best served by an understanding that depends 
on, rather than resolves, ambiguity. Two fi lms of Michael Haneke, Hidden 
and Th e White Ribbon (En glish titles), provide further, though very diff erent, 
examples. In both there is crime, but the criminals remain unidentifi ed; what 
might (but needn’t) be the best interpretation of these fi lms is that there is 
in fact no answer to who the criminals are, that in this case the world of fi c-
tion is incomplete in a way that, for a realist about history, the actual world 
cannot be.

I have already mentioned a yet diff erent example. Th e public per for mance 
of a classic performed many times before is itself a subgenre of interpretation, 
and it is plainly part of the point of that subgenre that each per for mance off er 
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some fresh claim about the work. Of course this understanding does not li-
cense a markedly inferior reading of an honored play or piece of music. But 
as I said, the director of a new production of Hamlet need not think that his 
interpretation is competitive with and superior to all diff erent interpreta-
tions. It is enough if his interpretation displays something of character or 
poetry or connection with other literature or pictorial art or contemporary 
po liti cal or social signifi cance that others have not, and that the text can rea-
sonably sustain that interpretation. Th at is a daunting enough challenge, and 
many fewer directors than try actually succeed. But in any case complemen-
tarity is the presumption of this subgenre: the requirement of reasonable 
originality, as a distinct virtue of the genre, justifi es our sense that it would be 
a mistake for any director to claim unique truth for his reading.

Th ese are just samples: there are many other examples of successful skepti-
cism in literary and other forms of the interpretation of art. But these are all 
cases of internal, not external, skepticism, and none of them justifi es any 
 wholesale or default skepticism. When interpretations of a work of art diverge, 
seeing confl ict is more often a better and more instructive diagnosis than see-
ing facets of a brilliant diamond— more instructive because it requires us to 
trace out the roots of the confl ict in deeper divergent understandings of the 
critical responsibilities in play.

Radical Translation

I should mention one more example of alleged interpretive skepticism— one 
much more studied by phi los o phers than the others we have considered. It 
is drawn not from art or law but from a genre of interpretation rare in prac-
tice but topical in philosophy: translation from a language of which we have 
initially no even partial understanding. If we fi nd speakers of that language, 
we can attempt translation through extensive study of their behavior. We at-
tribute sense to the words they use by attributing diff erent packages of beliefs 
and desires to them and trying to make sense of what they say against that 
background. But the same behavior will almost always be explicable through 
a large variety of very diff erent packages: if we change our opinion about 
what these people think is true, or about what they desire to happen, then we 
would attribute very diff erent meanings to what they say. Each of a great many 
diff erent packages, taken as a  whole, might fi t their behavior equally as well. 
Willard Quine, whose study of the problem has greatly infl uenced philosophy 
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of language, put the matter this way: “Manuals for translating one language 
into another can be set up in divergent ways, all compatible with the totality of 
speech disposition, yet incompatible with one another. In countless places they 
will diverge in giving, as their respective translations of a sentence of one lan-
guage, sentences of the other language which stand to each other in no plau-
sible sort of equivalence however loose.”

We might therefore be tempted by a skeptical conclusion: there is no right 
answer to questions of radical translation but only diff erent answers. Phi los-
o phers have said essentially that in diff erent ways: that there are no such 
things as meanings, for example, or that translation is essentially indetermi-
nate. Th ese skeptical claims assume, however, that we must judge what makes 
best sense of behavior by asking only what package of attributes fi ts the raw 
facts of behavior; it claims indeterminacy because many packages fi t those 
raw facts just as well. But radical translation is best understood as a kind of 
collaborative interpretation— we imagine ourselves in conversation with speak-
ers of the language for the great variety of purposes that normally provoke 
conversation. It is therefore sensible to adopt assumptions about the language 
and its speakers that seem necessary to achieving any such purpose: assump-
tions such that, if they do not hold, any project of useful communication or 
transaction is anyway doomed.

We can understand Donald Davidson’s suggested principles of charity 
and coherence in that light. We assume that the speakers we aim to under-
stand employ the same logic as we do and that their beliefs are in general 
true, though not necessarily true in each case. Because the purposes of trans-
lation would have no point except on those assumptions, we proceed on that 
basis. Suppose that even then, accepting these constraints, we produce two 
markedly diff erent radical translations of the same language: two packages of 
belief, desire, and meaning, each of which fi ts all the evidence. Th ese are com-
petitive; if we label one “correct,” then we must suppose the other not correct. 
Is one better, all things considered?

We must take care, as always when such a question is posed, to distinguish 
uncertainty from indeterminacy. We would be entitled to the latter very 
strong positive conclusion only if we had uncovered some positive reason for 
supposing that there is nothing to choose between divergent translations, 
given the broad range of purposes an interpretation must serve. In fact diff er-
ent translators have achieved a great deal of uniformity in meeting actual 
challenges in radical translation; this might suggest that indeterminacy, as 
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distinct from uncertainty, is rare. We would think otherwise, of course, if 
we supposed that success in this kind of interpretation means only fi tting the 
raw behavioral facts.

Perhaps Davidson made that last assumption when he said: “Th e totality 
of evidence available to the interpreter determines no unique theory of truth 
for a given speaker . . .  because all possible evidence cannot limit acceptable 
theories to one.” But, as he insisted, there is more to interpretation than fi t. 
Th ough he allowed that “we may say, if we please, that interpretation or trans-
lation is indeterminate,” he also compared that indeterminacy to the fact that 
a bath’s temperature can be mea sured in either Fahrenheit or centigrade. 
He must have thought that though a huge number of diff erent packages of 
attribution would fi t the behavioral data, the interpretive strategies that served 
our actual purposes would normally narrow those packages to a few whose 
diff erences  were only terminological. If that is true, then there may be little 
indeterminacy in the sense Quine had in mind. Perhaps we are not often faced 
with equally good interpretations that “stand to each other in no plausible 
sort of equivalence.”

Th e Value Account: A Summary

Does the value account of interpretation satisfy the conditions I laid down 
earlier in this chapter for a successful theory of interpretation? It is adequately 
general: it claims application over all the genres of interpretation I listed. It 
also explains why there is nothing that might be called interpreting in general, 
apart from a par tic u lar genre. If the success of any par tic u lar interpretive claim 
depends on a successful account of the value of interpreting in some genre, 
then of course interpretation cannot begin until that genre is specifi ed or as-
sumed in what I called the fi rst stage of interpretation. Interpreting light fl ashes 
as a message has a dramatically diff erent point from interpreting them as ar-
tistic expression.

Th e value account also explains, as I said any general theory of interpreta-
tion must, why the role of some creator’s psychological state is so often con-
troversial. Authors’ states of mind are pertinent when, and in the way that, 
they are made pertinent by the best account of the value served by interpret-
ing in the genre in question. Conversational interpretation is dominated by 
speakers’ intentions because the point of interpreting in conversation is al-
most always the communication of such intentions. Legal interpretation is 
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not dominated by the actual mental states of legislators and other offi  cials 
because the best understanding of the purpose of interpreting statutes and 
other legal data makes irrelevant most of what those offi  cials actually think or 
intend. Th e role of an author’s intention is controversial in the interpretation 
of literature, and the importance that critics attach to that intention fl uctu-
ates, because it is controversial among critics how far the value of a work of 
art depends on an author’s inspiration and its realization in the work.

In the early nineteenth century, when the author’s-intention tradition was 
particularly strong, its supporters argued that an author’s intentions should 
control interpretation because only in that way could the real value of litera-
ture be realized.  Here is Coleridge:

What is poetry? is so nearly the same question with, what is a poet? that 
the answer to the one is involved in the solution of the other. For it is a 
distinction resulting from the poetic genius itself, which sustains and 
modifi es the images, thoughts, and emotions of the poet’s own mind . . .  
He diff uses a tone, and spirit of unity, that blends, and (as it  were) fuses, 
each into each, by that synthetic and magical power, to which we have 
exclusively appropriated the name of imagination.

How could anyone who embraced that romantic, dancer- and- dance view 
of poet and poem not assume that the point of criticism is to bring that ge-
nius of imagination into proper view? Contrast Tom Stoppard’s very diff er-
ent view of the critic’s role: he said a critic is like a customs inspector who 
fi nds much in a work that the author must admit is there though he claims, 
truthfully, that he did not pack it. Still other views about the role and im-
portance of “the fi rst reader” refl ect yet diff erent assumptions about the value 
of the critical enterprise. Many of them subordinate any alleged authorial 
genius to something quite diff erent: to the work of art judged on its own, as 
orphan or objet trouvé, to the opportunities for surprise off ered to a contem-
porary reader, to the moral instruction or social or po liti cal consciousness of 
a new age. Th e author’s authority rises and falls, dies and is reborn, as opinion 
shifts about what interpretation is for.

Th e value account answers other questions I posed. As I said, it explains 
the ambivalence we everywhere fi nd about truth in interpretation. Disagree-
ment is patent, but its source almost always is obscure, buried in a large vari-
ety of unarticulated assumptions about law or art or literature or history that 
rarely surface and that can be explained only as the upshot of some combina-
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tion of inherent taste, training, acculturation, allegiance, and habit. No won-
der we speak so naturally of just “seeing” a poem or a picture one way or an-
other: that is often and inescapably how the judgment feels. Of course, it seems 
arrogant to thoughtful people to insist that there is then one exclusive truth 
about the interpretive issue in hand, that those who do not see the statute or 
painting as they do are simply in error. It seems more realistic and modest 
to say that there is no one right interpretation but only diff erent acceptable or 
responsible ones.

And yet that is exactly what we must not say if we are honest, because it is 
not what we believe or can believe. To repeat: a scholar who labors for years 
over a new reading of Hamlet cannot believe that his various interpretive 
conclusions are no more valid than the contradictory conclusions of other 
scholars; a judge who sends someone to jail on an interpretation of the law he 
believes no better than, but only diff erent from, rival interpretations should 
be jailed himself. Th e value account redeems our conviction of truth in the 
face of all the complexity, controversy, and ineff ability. If interpreters accept 
that some complex web of value defi nes success in their enterprise, then they 
can sensibly believe that these values can be identifi ed and better served by 
one par tic u lar interpretation, on any interpretive occasion, than by others. 
Conversely, if they have come to think that one interpretation of something 
is best, they can also sensibly think that that interpretation meets the test of 
what defi nes success in the enterprise, even if they cannot articulate that test 
in much or any detail. So they can think there is objective truth in interpreta-
tion. But only, of course, if they think there is objective truth in value. Th e 
argument of Part One of this book is a necessary foundation for the argu-
ment of this part.

We have already noticed one maneuver that helps people think they are 
not arrogant in insisting on their favored interpretations. Th ey say that while 
scientifi c claims are true or false, interpretive judgments are something dif-
ferent. Th ey are sound or unsound, or more or less reasonable, or something 
of that sort. Th ese distinctions are empty. Of course we can stipulate that 
“true” is to be used as the endorsing operator for scientifi c judgments and 
“most reasonable” as the endorsing operator for interpretive judgments. But 
that stipulation would be pointless because we can claim no utility for it. 
We cannot map the distinction onto any more familiar distinction by ex-
plaining, for instance, that “true” indicates objectivity while “most reason-
able” indicates only subjectivity, or that “true” marks a cognitive judgment 
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while “most reasonable” marks some form of noncognitive expression. On 
the contrary, any alternate endorsing term for interpretive judgments would 
have to signify, if it is to fi t what we think, exactly what “true” signifi es: unique 
success. Th e important diff erences between scientifi c and interpretive judg-
ments refl ect diff erences in the content of the two kinds of judgment rather 
than the eligibility of one, though not the other, for truth.

Science and Interpretation

What are those diff erences? I asked, among the questions I posed at the start 
of this chapter, how interpretation diff ers from science. Phi los o phers, histori-
ans, and social scientists have proposed a grand distinction between two kinds 
of investigation: what some phi los o phers have called explanation and under-
standing. Th ose who believe the distinction fundamental hold that the natu-
ral sciences seek explanations that do not suppose purposes whereas history 
and sociology, among other humane disciplines, seek comprehension through 
purpose. Th is chapter has off ered a somewhat diff erent version of the same dis-
tinction. I take understanding to mean interpreting. Interpretation diff ers 
from science because interpretation is purposive, not just in the vocabulary of 
its claims but in the standards of its success.

We start by distinguishing between the intrinsic and justifying goals of 
any inquiry. Whenever we investigate anything— black holes or the causes of 
the First World War or the demography of the Cayman Islands or the ambi-
guities in Yeats’s poetry— our intrinsic goal is to fi nd the truth about some-
thing. If we did not have that goal, we would not be inquiring. But we can 
also identify justifying goals of inquiry: these are the goals or purposes that 
we believe justify trying to fi nd that truth. We believe that medical research 
is justifi ed, for example, because it prevents and cures disease. Many of what 
we take to be justifying goals of science are practical in that way: research in 
agricultural biology is justifi ed because it promises to feed more people; re-
search in consumer electronics because it will provide desired entertainment 
and prosperity.

Th e justifying goals of science are not always that immediately practical, 
however. We study cosmology out of fascination with its mysteries, excited 
by the sheer drama of our universe’s history. Th at is not a practical goal, but 
it is nevertheless a justifying one, because it includes an ambition not only for 
truth but for truth about something we deem of fundamental importance for 
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us to know. We do not try to discover how many rocks weighing two pounds 
or more there are in Africa. If we did, then the intrinsic goal of the study would 
be to determine the truth of that matter, but we do not because the study 
would not serve any justifying goal, practical or theoretical.

Justifying goals play an evidently important role in science. Th ey explain 
not only which questions scientists try to answer and which studies govern-
ments or foundations fi nance, but also when we think it right to rest content 
with some claim of truth that falls far short, as many signifi cant scientifi c 
claims do, of certainty. Nevertheless, in spite of these important eff ects, we 
must never confl ate the justifying goals with the intrinsic goals of science; in 
par tic u lar we must not suppose that justifying goals enter into any test of suc-
cess in fi nding truth. We may study cosmology because we are enchanted 
with the vastness of space, but the truth of the big bang theory does not turn 
on whether it enchants us. Th at we want to cross rivers is no part of the case 
for the truth of the principles that predict when bridges stay up or fall down. 
To think otherwise would collapse the indispensable distinction between 
scientifi c truth and our reasons for wanting the truth. It is part of the or ga-
niz ing structure of our science— part of what it is essential to understand if 
we are to achieve our justifying goals— that justifying goals have nothing to 
do with truth. It may be, as some great phi los o phers have insisted, that this 
crucial separation between truth and purpose in science refl ects and serves 
human purposes at some higher level of abstraction. (I touch on that possibil-
ity in the next chapter.) But that speculation confi rms rather than challenges 
the importance of the distinction.

Interpretation is dramatically diff erent. In that realm justifying purpose is 
at the heart of success. If the value account is right, our standards for success 
in an interpretive genre do depend, in the way I tried to describe, on what we 
take to be the best understanding of the point of interpreting in that genre. 
In interpretation, we might say, justifying and intrinsic goals merge. Interpreters 
make or just have assumptions about these purposes and the values that sup-
port them, and these assumptions, though often inarticulate and unrecog-
nized, are determinative of which interpretive claims they accept and which 
they reject.

Th at great diff erence between the two great worlds of inquiry, science and 
interpretation, matches and explains several of the diff erences we noticed in 
earlier chapters between science and morality. Unlike scientifi c claims, inter-
pretive propositions cannot be barely true: they can be true only in virtue of 
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an interpretive justifi cation that draws on a complex of values, none of which 
can be barely true either. It cannot be that the best interpretation of the equal 
protection clause makes it unconstitutional for states to refuse driving li-
censes to infants, just as a matter of how things actually are, though no law-
yer has any reason to think so, or that Sailing to Byzantium is really an attack 
on British imperialism even though there can be no deeper explanation of 
why that is so. An interpretation is not evidence of some further fact. A true 
interpretive claim is true because the reasons for accepting it are better than 
the reasons for accepting any rival interpretive claim. Th at is why, when we 
reconstruct the reasoning of a great critic, we must speak of a web rather than 
a chain of value.

Interpretation is pervasively holistic. An interpretation weaves together 
hosts of values and assumptions of very diff erent kinds, drawn from very dif-
ferent kinds of judgment or experience, and the network of values that fi gure 
in an interpretive case accepts no hierarchy of dominance and subordination. 
Th e network faces the challenge of conviction as a  whole; if any one strand is 
changed, the result may be locally seismic. Someone’s second- best interpreta-
tion of a poem or a picture may be radically diff erent from his fi rst best; a 
third interpretation that is only slightly diff erent from the fi rst may seem much 
worse. True, some persuasive phi los o phers argue that science is holistic too: 
that our science, as Quine put it, also confronts the bar of experience as a 
 whole. Th ey say that there is no belief about the physical world, however estab-
lished and indubitable it now seems, that we could not give up if we also sur-
rendered all the other beliefs we now hold and began again to describe and 
account for the physical world in an entirely diff erent vocabulary.

But holism in science, if we accept it at all, is almost entirely academic and 
passive: it can play no part in almost anyone’s practical life. In ordinary prac-
tice we think about physics and plant ecol ogy and how far personality de-
pends on genes in a straightforwardly linear way. We reason to new beliefs 
from the same incalculably great mass of what we all take for granted, and we 
reason on evidence whose force and limits we mainly all recognize. Our ac-
quisitions and shifts in belief are almost all incremental: we test hypotheses 
on the assumption that they, and nothing  else, are at risk in the test. Th at is 
not invariably true. It is not true in the more speculative regions of theoreti-
cal physics or, perhaps, in basic biology. New evidence can call into question 
a good deal of what seemed settled. Let Stephen Hawking say that black 
holes do not, after all, destroy information, and suddenly formerly intriguing 
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theories about alternative universes evaporate. But the diff erence between 
what one responsible scientist thinks about the world we actually encounter 
and what others think, because he accepts some controversial opinion that 
they reject, is generally small compared to what they all think in common. 
Matters stand very diff erently in interpretation: literary critics or constitu-
tional lawyers whose values are strikingly diff erent in some pertinent respect 
are likely to disagree across a very broad area of interpretive convictions. We 
saw ample evidence of that kind of leverage in this chapter. In interpretation, 
holism is not passive; it is very active.

Recognizing these diff erences between science and interpretation off ers 
yet more help in explaining our unease about claiming truth for our interpre-
tations. What interpretation lacks is exactly what gives science a sense of so-
lidity. Th e permissibility of bare truth gives us an enormous boost in meta-
physical confi dence. Not, of course, confi dence that we have the truth about 
the world— indeed, we noticed that the idea of bare truth makes possible a 
very deep, irremediable kind of mistake— but confi dence that there is truth 
to be had. When no truth can be bare, that comfort disappears. Any doubts 
we may have about the soundness of our interpretive case remind us of the 
possibility, which we cannot automatically exclude, of deep internal skepti-
cism: that there is no best case and therefore no right answer. Th e fact that 
the justifying goals of science are irrelevant to truth is another source of so-
lidity in science. Knowing that people’s diff erences in what they take to be the 
justifying goals of science can play no role in fi xing what they take to be scien-
tifi c truth makes it profi table for us to expect convergence of opinion in that 
domain.

In interpretation, on the contrary, diff erences in justifying purpose and am-
bition are automatically diff erences in method; argument is not shielded from 
these diff erences but is rather shaped by them. Convergence therefore seems 
problematic and, so far as it does occur, accidental. Th e linearity of science is 
another source of comfort: controversy about novel claims or hypotheses is not 
threatening because, even in speculative regions, castles of sand are built on 
what seems undeniably fi rm ground. Th e active holism of interpretation means, 
on the contrary, that there is no fi rm ground at all, that even when our inter-
pretive conclusions seem inescapable, when we think there really is nothing  else 
to think, we are still stalked by the ineff ability of that conviction.

We cannot escape a sense of the airiness and contingency of our interpre-
tive convictions because we know that other people do think what we cannot 
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think and that there is no lever of argument that we can press to convince 
them. Or they us. Th ere is no experiment that must reconcile our disparate 
certainties. Still, for all that, we are left only with uncertainty, not nihilism. 
If you want more— if you want the quietus of an interpretive skepticism— 
you must argue for it, and your arguments will be just as airy, just as contro-
versial, just as unconvincing to others as the positive arguments that dis-
satisfy you now. So— yet again— everything depends in the end on what you 
actually and responsibly think. Not because your thinking makes it right, 
but because, in thinking it right, you think it right.



How Is Disagreement Possible?

Moral reasoning is interpretation, but it is not collaborative or explanatory 
interpretation. It belongs to the third type I distinguished in the last chapter: 
conceptual interpretation. People have together developed a great variety of 
moral concepts— the concepts of reasonableness, for instance, honesty, trust-
worthiness, tactfulness, decency, responsibility, cruelty, shabbiness, insensi-
tivity, deceit, and brutality, as well as the special po liti cal concepts of 
 legitimacy, justice, liberty, equality, democracy, and law. We develop our moral 
personalities through interpretations of what it is to be honest or reasonable 
or cruel, or what actions of government are legitimate, or when the rule of law 
has been violated. In conceptual interpretation the distinction between author 
and interpreter vanishes: we have together created what we each and together 
interpret. Much of the long history of philosophy is a history of conceptual 
interpretation. Phi los o phers interpret the concepts they study in a much more 
self- conscious and professional way, but they also help in creating what they 
interpret.

Th e title for this section must sound odd. Of course we agree and disagree 
about morality and politics. We join campaigns because we agree and fi ght 
wars because we disagree. But pause to consider what makes this possible. Many 
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words sound alike but have diff erent meanings, and this linguistic fact can 
produce comically spurious agreement. If you and I agree to meet at the bank 
tomorrow and you mean the river’s edge but I mean the money store house, our 
agreement is illusory, as we will soon discover. We also seem to attach diff erent 
meanings to the words we use to express moral concepts. When we think we 
disagree about whether a progressive income tax is unjust, for instance, it may 
turn out— it probably will turn out— that our tests for injustice are very diff erent. 
I may think a law unjust if it disturbs the upshot of a free economic market and 
you if it increases overall suff ering. Why is our apparent disagreement not then 
illusory like our supposed agreement in the bank case?

Types of Concepts

In this chapter I argue that we can account for genuine agreement and dis-
agreement about moral issues only by distinguishing among types of the 
concepts that we use, separating them by identifying the diff erent ways in 
which people share them. Th e moral and po liti cal concepts I just listed are all 
examples of a type I shall call “interpretive.” We share an interpretive concept 
when our collective behavior in using that concept is best explained by tak-
ing its correct use to depend on the best justifi cation of the role it plays for us. 
I can best elaborate that complex idea by fi rst trying to explain how we share 
concepts that are not interpretive: the concept of a bank, for instance, a book, 
an equilateral triangle, or a lion.

Some of our concepts are criterial in this sense: we share the concept when, 
but only so far as, we use the same criteria in identifying instances. People 
share the concept of an equilateral triangle, for example, when they all use a 
par tic u lar test— fi gures with three equal sides are equilateral triangles— to 
identify specimens. People who share a concept in this way may nevertheless 
fall into illusory disagreement about its proper use in some circumstances. 
Th e criteria we share for an equilateral triangle are precise, but those we share 
for applying other criterial concepts are not. If we seem to disagree about 
whether our mutual friend who is losing his hair is now bald, even though we 
agree about how much hair he actually has, our apparent disagreement is 
spurious— or, as we sometimes say, only verbal. Our apparent disagreement 
about how many books there are on a table is illusory if you count large pam-
phlets as books but I do not. Th e concepts of baldness and of a book, we may 
say, are vague criterial concepts because although people mainly agree about 
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the correct criteria for their application, they diff er over a range of application 
that each regards as marginal. It makes sense to say either that we share the 
concept in such cases because we use the same criteria in standard cases or 
that the concepts we use are only so slightly diff erent that we should treat 
them as the same concept. Th e point is the same: it is the identity of our cri-
teria that makes disagreement genuine when it is genuine.

However, we cannot account for the way all our concepts make agreement 
and disagreement possible by treating them all as criterial concepts. You and 
I disagree, say, about whether an animal we encounter in Piccadilly is a lion, 
and it turns out that I identify lions by their size and shape and you only by 
what you believe to be their distinctive behavior. I say the animal we have 
met is a lion because it looks like a lion, and you deny this because instead of 
roaring it speaks an accented En glish. We are using very diff erent criteria and 
yet we really are disagreeing. We are not, as in the “bank” case, talking about 
entirely diff erent things. Nor is our disagreement fake because the concept of 
a lion is vague. In the baldness case, once we understand that our criteria dif-
fer over some range and accept that this range counts for both of us as border-
line, we agree that we are not really disagreeing. But in the lion case, even after 
we understand that we use very diff erent identifying criteria, we insist that 
our disagreement is genuine. We still disagree about whether that beast stand-
ing near the Ritz really is, as it looks to be, a lion.

Some concepts are not criterial concepts, we must say, but rather (as many 
phi los o phers now call them) “natural- kind” concepts. We need not pause 
over the exact character of these concepts, about which phi los o phers dis-
agree, but can say (very roughly though adequately for us now) that natural 
kinds are things that have a fi xed identity in nature, such as a chemical com-
pound or an animal species, and that people share a natural- kind concept 
when they use that concept to refer to the same natural kind. People can refer 
to the same natural kind even when they use, and know they do, diff erent 
criteria to identify instances. You and I assume that “lion” names a distinct 
biological kind and that the beast we met is a lion if it has a lion’s biological 
essence, what ever that is, whether or not it meets the criteria either of us nor-
mally uses to identify lions. If you understand DNA, and if tests showed that 
the creature we saw had the DNA of a lion, you would likely change your 
opinion to recognize talking lions. Criterial concepts do not work that way: 
nothing you discovered about the molecular structure of my copy of Moby Dick 
could convince you that it was not a book.



 i n t e r pr e t a t ion

We cannot take either criterial or natural- kind concepts to be only a spe-
cial case of the other. Th ere is no essential nature of baldness that fi nally de-
termines who is bald in spite of appearances. We must accept what Wittgen-
stein pointed out: that concepts are tools and that we have diff erent kinds of 
tools in our conceptual toolbox. However, criterial and natural- kind concepts 
do have something important in common. People do not share a concept 
of either kind unless they would accept a decisive test— a kind of decision 
procedure— for fi nally deciding when to apply the concept (except in cases 
they agree are marginal). Genuine disagreement about application is ruled 
out once all pertinent facts are agreed upon. We would not share the concept 
of a lion if we disagreed about the lionhood of an animal even when we 
agreed that it did or did not belong to the biological species historically des-
ignated as lions.

Does this condition for sharing a concept— that we share an idealized deci-
sion procedure for applying it— hold for all the concepts we share? Th e as-
sumption that it does has dominated— and in my view spoiled— much recent 
philosophy of law. In fact we must recognize at least one more family of 
concepts— a family that we share in spite of not agreeing about a decisive test. 
Th ese are our interpretive concepts. We share these concepts, as I said, not 
because we agree in their application once all other pertinent facts are agreed 
upon, but rather by manifesting an understanding that their correct applica-
tion is fi xed by the best interpretation of the practices in which they fi gure. I 
must explain this further.

Interpretive Concepts

Paradigms

People participate in social practices in which they treat certain concepts as 
identifying a value or disvalue but disagree about how that value should be 
characterized or identifi ed. Th e concept of justice and other moral concepts 
work in that way for us. We agree— mainly—that these are values, but we do 
not agree about the precise character of these values. We do not agree about 
what makes an act just or unjust, right or wrong, an invasion of liberty or an act 
of tactlessness. Nor do we agree about what response, if any, would be required 
or justifi ed by a correct attribution of the concept. But we agree suffi  ciently 
about what we take to be paradigm instances of the concept, and paradigm 
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cases of appropriate reactions to those instances, to permit us to argue, in a 
way intelligible to others who share the concept with us, that a par tic u lar char-
acterization of the value or disvalue best justifi es these shared paradigms.

We agree, for instance, in spite of great disagreements in other areas, that 
it would be unjust for government to tax wealth produced by the industrious 
poor for the sole benefi t of the lazy rich or to convict and punish someone 
known to be innocent of any crime. We agree suffi  ciently about such para-
digms to permit each of us to propose a theory or conception of justice that 
justifi es the judgments we make in those paradigms, one that others can rec-
ognize as a theory or conception of that concept. Because these theories are 
diff erent, and may be strikingly diff erent, the attributions they license beyond 
the paradigms are diff erent. Sharing an interpretive concept does depend, as 
sharing criterial and natural- kind concepts depends, on agreement. But the 
kind of agreement that is required in the case of an interpretive concept is very 
diff erent: it is not agreement on a decision procedure as a decisive test for in-
stances. On the contrary, sharing an interpretive concept is consistent with 
very great and entirely intractable diff erences of opinion about instances. It is 
also consistent with some people who share the concept denying that it ex-
presses any value at all. Someone who declares that there is no value in what is 
expressed by a certain concept— chastity, perhaps, or etiquette or patriotism— 
must suppose ample agreement on paradigms of that concept among those 
who do count it as valuable. Otherwise his debunking argument could not 
take hold.

It would be a mistake to try to make this general account of interpretive 
concepts more precise: we cannot say just how much or what detail of agree-
ment about paradigms is required in a par tic u lar community to justify treat-
ing a concept as interpretive for that community. It is in each case itself an 
interpretive question whether we make more sense of how the concept func-
tions there on that assumption than we do on any competing assumption 
that declares agreement or disagreement spurious. (It is at least an open inter-
pretive question, for example, whether the concept of democracy alive in the 
rhetoric of liberal societies is the same concept as the one deployed in so- 
called people’s democracies.) Th e question always remains, in spite of even 
very radical disagreement, whether the pattern of that disagreement is better 
explained by the hypothesis that those who disagree share a single interpre-
tive concept and disagree about its character, or by the alternative hypothesis 
that the disagreement is illusory like our agreement to meet at the bank. We 
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noticed in Chapter 7 that the fi rst stage in collaborative or explanatory inter-
pretation is the identifi cation of a genre to which an interpretive question be-
longs. Th ere is a parallel basic stage in conceptual interpretation: treating a 
concept as interpretive supposes that this way of understanding a practice 
better interprets that practice than a rival interpretation that makes apparent 
agreement or disagreement spurious.  Here too interpretation is interpretive 
all the way down.

Th ere seems no doubt which of the alternative assumptions— shared in-
terpretive concept or spurious disagreement— is more persuasive in the case 
of justice. We fi ght campaigns, even wars, about justice, and it is obviously 
false that if we only refl ected on what we mean by the term, we would see 
that we really had nothing to disagree about. Because we share the interpre-
tive concept of justice, we can recognize the theories of a great variety of po-
liti cal phi los o phers as competing conceptions of that concept. Utilitarian 
and other consequentialist phi los o phers interpret the practices in which 
claims of justice fi gure by supposing those practices to aim at the general 
happiness or some other desirable goal. Po liti cal phi los o phers in the Kantian 
tradition off er very diff erent interpretations. Few of the politicians who argue 
about universal health care are sophisticated po liti cal phi los o phers, nor are 
their arguments self- consciously interpretive. But we can reconstruct their 
arguments by identifying theories of justice that each, on inspection, can be 
seen to exhibit and treating these theories as interpretations of the shared prac-
tices of calling institutions, people, and actions just and unjust. If we could not 
do this, we would have to accept what seems ludicrous: that the most fervent 
and passionate of our po liti cal arguments are just silly misunderstandings.

But can interpretive arguments about justice escape a narrow circularity? 
It was relatively easy to illustrate the value account of interpretation in Chap-
ter 7 because the objects of interpretation we considered there— a poem or 
statute or an epoch— are not themselves values. Th ere is no circularity in in-
terpreting a statute by supposing it to serve the value of equality. But moral 
concepts themselves designate values. How can someone identify the value 
latent in the practices of justice without appealing, unhelpfully, to the con-
cept of justice itself? I anticipated an answer in the discussion of moral re-
sponsibility in Chapter 6. We defend a conception of justice by placing the 
practices and paradigms of that concept in a larger network of other values 
that sustains our conception. We can in principle continue this expansion of 
our argument, exploring other values until, as I said, the argument meets 
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itself. Th e circularity, if any, is global across the  whole domain of value. Th at 
is the method of formal moral and po liti cal philosophy: the method of the 
social contract or the ideal observer, for example. At the end of this chapter I 
off er a more extended example in the moral and po liti cal theories of Plato 
and Aristotle. But what I hope will prove the most convincing illustration lies 
further on, in the later parts of the book— in par tic u lar in the analysis of moral 
concepts that begins in Chapter 11 and of po liti cal concepts beginning in 
Chapter 15. Th e idea of interpretive concepts plays an important and obvious 
role, that is, in the overall theme of this book: the unity of value.

Concepts and Usage

Th ough the distinctions we draw among criterial, natural- kind, and interpre-
tive concepts are justifi ed by usage— by the way people use and respond to 
concepts— these distinctions are interpretations of usage, not themselves part 
of usage. Few people who use the concept of democracy would agree that 
what a democracy is depends on which po liti cal theory provides the best justi-
fi cation of paradigms of the concept. Most would insist that they rely on a 
criterial or commonsense account of the matter, or none at all. But we never-
theless need the idea of an interpretive concept to explain their behavior: 
why they support or oppose theories of democracy in the way they do, and why 
their agreements and disagreements about whether par tic u lar governments 
are democracies are genuine, as they certainly suppose them to be. People are 
not always or even often aware of the buried theoretical structure needed to 
justify the rest of what they think.

Nor do I suppose that people who talk about books, lions, and justice 
understand that they are using diff erent kinds of concepts. Th ey need not— 
and most of them do not— have the concept of a concept at all, let alone the 
concept of a type of concept, let alone the concept of a criterial, natural- kind, 
or interpretive concept. Th ese are phi los o phers’ ideas: they are not recognized 
in practice but justifi ed by their role in making sense of practice. Our ac-
count of the concepts that structure an intellectual domain is itself an inter-
pretation of that domain, a device for making sense of the inquiry, refl ection, 
arguments, and strategies that mark the domain. So in one sense all concepts 
are interpretive: because we must interpret the practice of “baldness” to de-
cide that that concept is both criterial and vague, we might say that it is an 
interpretive fact that it is both. Th e concepts I call interpretive concepts are 
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interpretive not just in that sense, however, but in the further sense that people 
who use them are best understood as interpreting the practices in which they 
fi gure. Th ere is enough leeway in this description, as I said, to allow for hard 
cases when it might be thought uncertain or even indeterminate whether a 
group agrees suffi  ciently about the paradigms to allow us to say that its mem-
bers share a par tic u lar interpretive concept.

If most people do not understand what an interpretive concept is, why is it 
important nevertheless to insist that the concepts they use are interpretive? 
Part of the answer is explicit in what I have so far many times said: we want 
to understand as well as describe how and why people disagree and argue. We 
want to see whether their disagreements are genuine. But we also need to 
recognize interpretive concepts to guide our own arguments. Most of the rest 
of this book explores interpretive concepts. Understanding what kind of con-
cepts these are, and what kinds of argument we therefore need, will help us 
construct and test conceptions of judgmental responsibility, a good life, moral 
obligation, human rights, liberty, equality, democracy, and law. It will also 
help us explain why the best conception of each of these concepts must both 
draw on and contribute to conceptions of the rest of them.

When Concepts Migrate

Because the assignment of any par tic u lar concept to one of the types we have 
distinguished is an interpretive conclusion, it need not hold for all uses of 
what seems the same concept. In most circumstances it would be bizarre to 
treat the concept of a book as other than a criterial concept. We would treat 
almost any disagreement about whether to count a fl at- backed pamphlet as 
a book, however heated, as a silly, verbal disagreement rather than as a deep 
disagreement about the best interpretation of the practices in which the con-
cept of a book fi gures. In some circumstances, however, a novel interpreta-
tion of a normally criterial concept would be appropriate, and indeed neces-
sary, because in these circumstances the concept does function not as criterial 
but as interpretive. Imagine a statute declaring that bald men are entitled 
to a special income tax exemption. Th is silly statute would convert the ques-
tion of baldness into a genuine interpretive issue: offi  cials, lawyers, and judges 
would have to contrive some highly artifi cial defi nition of baldness (not nec-
essarily a hair- counting defi nition) by asking which such defi nition would 
make most po liti cal sense of the exemption. Less silly examples are more 
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plausible: a statute exempting books from sales or value- added tax but leaving 
“book” undefi ned, for instance. Concepts that are normally criterial often 
become interpretive when embedded in law in that way.

In some circumstances, moreover, we must treat concepts that normally 
function as natural- kind concepts, not as interpretive because they do not 
 house values, but rather as up for grabs in a diff erent way. It seems settled 
now— no other assumption makes sense of our practices— that animal and 
mineral species are fi xed by the most basic biological or chemical properties 
of these natural kinds: the animal’s DNA and the metal’s molecular struc-
ture. If I insist that some animal before us is a small lion rather than a very 
large pussy cat, even after I had grasped ge ne tics and learned that the beast 
had the DNA of a cat, this would show either that I had misunderstood what 
a lion is or that you and I appeal to diff erent concepts when we speak of a 
“lion.” But the assumptions that DNA and molecular composition are deci-
sive of an animal or metallic kind is a scientifi c achievement and, in the case 
of DNA, a relatively recent one. Experts treat these properties as settling is-
sues of application because DNA or molecular structure provides the most 
comprehensive available explanation of a natural kind’s other features, in-
cluding its appearance. In that way they explain why the diff ering criteria 
that people use to identify instances do pick out the same animals or metals.

But we can imagine further scientifi c discoveries that might disturb that 
assumption. Imagine that a newly invented form of radiation changes an ani-
mal’s cells, not just randomly but into those produced by the DNA of a dif-
ferent animal. Zoologists would then have to choose between two ways of 
reporting this phenomenon: they might assume that an animal’s species is 
fi xed by the DNA it inherits from its parents, so that this form of radiation 
changes a lion’s DNA, or that an animal’s species is fi xed by its DNA from 
time to time, so that the radiation turns lions into cats. Scientists might di-
vide, at least for a time, in their choices and therefore in their opinions about 
which beasts are lions. If their arguments then took the form of a debate 
about the most useful way of continuing the established classifi catory prac-
tices of zoology, we might well say that the concept of a lion had become for 
a time something like an interpretive rather than a natural- kind concept.

Criterial concepts can be up for grabs too. Consider the recent reformu-
lation of the concept of a planet in a world congress of astronomers. Th at 
concept is ordinarily criterial— planets are not natural kinds. So whether to 
call Pluto a planet might be treated as a borderline issue to be decided by 
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arbitrary fi at and perhaps decided diff erently by diff erent astronomers. But 
the settled practice of calling it a planet collided with the discovery that con-
sistency would then require calling many insignifi cant solar system residents 
planets as well. Th e astronomers therefore adopted a legislative attitude— 
which conception of planethood would best fi t the uses astronomers make of 
the distinction between planets and other bodies?— and spent a week debat-
ing that issue under the world’s gaze with headlines daily declaring shifts in 
position and no doubt bookmakers setting odds on Pluto’s fate. Finally Pluto 
was demoted, with various results including my consequent demotion as an 
astronomer in the eyes of my grandson. Th e concept of a planet is now, with 
a shiny new set of criteria, a criterial concept again. But it passed through, as 
we might put it, a brief diff erent phase.

Moral Concepts

Moral concepts are interpretive concepts. Th at claim has great signifi cance 
for moral and po liti cal philosophy. It off ers to explain, for example, why the 
pop u lar idea is mistaken that phi los o phers can provide an “analysis” of jus-
tice or liberty or morality or courage or law that is neutral about the substan-
tive value or importance of these ideals. It supports the opinion I off ered that 
“meta- ethics” is a misconceived project. It would therefore be wise to con-
sider at some length how this strong claim might be resisted.

Politicians and phi los o phers disagree about instances of injustice. Th ey 
do not think that questions like whether a progressive income tax is unjust 
are peripheral or borderline like the question whether some balding man is 
yet bald. One side takes the progressive income tax to be a fi rm requirement of 
justice, while the other calls it plainly unjust. Th ey have no temptation to ac-
cept, once they see how diff erent their criteria are, that their disagreement 
is not genuine. So it seems plausible, as an interpretive conclusion, to suppose 
that justice and other moral concepts are interpretive.

It might be objected, however, that in spite of these surface facts justice is 
nevertheless a criterial concept because people do agree at some high level of 
abstraction about the right criteria. But at how high a level? In his treatise 
John Rawls says that people who disagree about justice nevertheless “agree 
that institutions are just when no arbitrary distinctions are made between 
persons in the assigning of basic rights and duties and when the rules deter-
mine a proper balance between competing claims to the advantages of social 
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life.” It is far from plain, however, that people do agree on criteria even at 
that very abstract level. It is a pop u lar view in some parts of the world, for 
instance, that po liti cal institutions are unjust when they fail to respect God 
by providing authority and preference to his priests. Th at opinion objects not 
when arbitrary distinctions are made but when necessary ones are not made, 
and the complaint contains no claim about the proper distribution of advan-
tages created by social life.

It is unclear that we can fi nd any form of words, however abstract, that 
describes a consensus among those we take to share the concept of justice. 
But even if we could, that consensus would not describe a decision procedure 
for identifying justice or injustice. On the contrary, it would simply point 
to further apparent disagreements, whose nature as genuine disagreements 
would then have to be explained. If we accepted Rawls’s suggestion, for in-
stance, we would have to identify criteria that people who disagree about 
justice all accept for determining which distinctions are “arbitrary” and what 
is a “proper” balance of advantages. Th ere are no such criteria.

We might try a diff erent tack. We might say that people who disagree about 
justice actually do share criteria of application, because they agree about the 
connections between justice and more basic moral judgment. Disagreements 
about what is just and unjust, we might say, are really disagreements about 
what kinds of po liti cal institutions are good or bad, or about how offi  cials or 
other people ought or ought not to behave. On this view, we could actually 
do without the concept of justice and argue directly about which institutions 
ought or ought not to be established or, if they exist, ought or ought not to be 
dismantled. One diffi  culty with this solution is evident: people have reasons 
for thinking that institutions ought or ought not to exist that are not reasons 
of justice. So we cannot treat every argument about whether offi  cials ought to 
abolish the progressive income tax as an argument about the justice of that 
institution, and it is far from plain that we can explain what is distinctive 
about the par tic u lar arguments we have in mind without reintroducing the 
concept of justice. On the contrary, it seems impossible to do that. But there is 
an even more fundamental and pertinent diffi  culty: the strategy begs the central 
question, because it assumes that the very abstract moral concepts of good-
ness, badness, duty, and what ought or ought not be done are themselves crite-
rial concepts.

So let us set complex moral concepts like justice aside for the moment and 
ask whether any of our moral concepts, including the most general and abstract 
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among them, can be understood as criterial. On fi rst appearances none can. 
People who disagree about what is good or about what ought to happen 
plainly do not share decisive criteria for settling those disagreements. Can 
we say that these concepts are nevertheless criterial because people do agree 
that something ought to be done whenever there is an authoritative or cate-
gorical reason for doing it? No, this only pushes the problem back further— 
and not much further at that. People disagree about the right criteria for de-
ciding when something is a categorical or authoritative reason for action. Nor 
would it help to try to specify shared criteria through consequences: to say, 
for instance, that people share the concept of goodness because they agree 
that something that is good is to be promoted or protected. Or that if some 
action is wrong then anyone who acts that way should be criticized or pun-
ished. People do not even agree on those propositions— any apparent agree-
ment disappears when we ask what kind of promotion or protection or 
criticism or punishment is called for— and of course people do not share 
criteria for deciding what ought to be protected or promoted or punished. 
Moreover, there are many reasons for promoting something other than its 
goodness and for criticizing someone other than for his badness; as in the 
case of justice, there is no way to specify what is distinctive to moral reasons 
for promotion or criticism without using a moral vocabulary.

It seems hopeless, then, to try to account for agreement or disagreement 
about what is right or good by treating these concepts as criterial. However, 
we have noticed another possibility: perhaps we can treat these abstract con-
cepts as natural- kind rather than criterial concepts. Let me explain. Some 
moral phi los o phers believe that there is a distinct property of goodness— a 
property that fi gures in what they call the actual inventory of the universe— 
and that moral argument is therefore about where this distinct property is to 
be found. Some of them suppose this to be a “non- natural” property— a matter 
of morons— that at least some human beings can perceive through a faculty 
of intuition. Others that it is a “natural” property that we perceive in the or-
dinary way. I gave my reasons for rejecting both these views, and the causal 
impact hypothesis on which they rest, in Chapter 4, but it might be helpful to 
return to the issues they raise.

Both versions treat moral concepts as in eff ect natural- kind concepts. On 
that view, goodness is like lionhood. We say that a par tic u lar animal is (or is 
not) a lion because it has (or does not have) the property (what ever it is) that 
provides the essential nature of a lion. Most people who say this have no idea 
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what that property is and therefore may disagree about whether some animal 
is a lion. So, on this new story, people may sensibly say that capitalism is (or 
is not) good because it has (or does not have) the property (what ever it is) that 
provides the essence of the natural or non- natural property of goodness. 
People who say this will disagree about what that essence is. Th ey disagree 
about whether it is a natural or non- natural property and, if the former, what 
natural property it is. But that does not mean, according to this new strategy, 
that their disagreement about the goodness of capitalism is not genuine.

Th e new strategy fails, however, because people can share a natural- kind 
concept only when they largely agree about which objects fall under that 
concept. Suppose you and I agreed that there is some essential property that 
defi nes which animal is a lion but disagreed not only about what that essen-
tial property is but also and consistently about which of the animals in our 
zoos and picture books are lions. Th at would suggest that we use “lion” to refer 
to entirely diff erent animals and that our disagreement about the beast in 
Piccadilly is spurious after all. Our disagreement about a par tic u lar case is 
real only if we otherwise agree, by and large, when we are called on to iden-
tify lions. Phi los o phers of language explain this phenomenon historically: 
history has attached the name “lion” to a par tic u lar zoological kind, so that 
when people suppose that “it” has an essential nature, they refer to the animal 
kind people have called by that name. Th is explanation presupposes conver-
gence, not in criteria but in instances: though people may use diff erent crite-
ria in deciding what is a lion, they mainly all agree, at least after the other 
pertinent facts are known, about which animals are lions. But we don’t mainly 
and consistently agree on which objects or people are good or which acts are 
wrong. Far from it. Th ere is suffi  cient agreement about paradigms to allow us 
to say that these moral concepts are shared. But that minimal agreement leaves 
legions of crucial cases in which disagreement persists even after all other 
pertinent fact are agreed upon.

We must accept, then, that moral concepts are interpretive. But  here is one 
fi nal attempt to avoid that conclusion. “We should understand the very ab-
stract vocabulary of morals— the concepts of goodness and of what we ought 
to do— as primitive concepts, concepts that cannot be defi ned in terms of 
something  else. We all know very well what it means to say that something is 
good or right or that someone ought to do something, even though we can-
not defi ne these concepts by setting out tests on which we all agree. Just as we 
all know what we mean by yellow, and can therefore disagree about which 
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fruits are yellow, so we all know what we mean when we say that something 
is good, and can therefore disagree about whether the triumph of capitalism 
is good.” Th at fi nal argument also fails. Of course we all know what we mean 
when we say that something is good or ought to be done. Our question is: 
what makes it true that we all mean the same thing? It is not enough to say 
that we all think we do. We must explain how we can be right. We suppose 
we mean the same thing by “yellow” because the objects we identify as yellow 
are the same objects, and when we disagree we think we can explain why by 
calling attention to light or perceptual apparatus. But that is not true in the 
case of moral concepts. I should add that because moral concepts are interpre-
tive it is a mistake to say that they cannot be defi ned. Moral and po liti cal 
philosophy, as we shall see, is in large part an eff ort to defi ne them. We should 
rather say that because any defi nition of a moral concept is a piece of moral 
interpretation, any helpful defi nition will inevitably be controversial.

Relativism?

Do these arguments threaten a new relativism? Th e practices that employ the 
concepts of justice, honesty, and the other concepts I called interpretive vary 
from place to place. We count racial or gender discrimination as a paradigm 
example of injustice; other cultures think that justice permits or indeed even 
requires such discrimination. Does it not follow that the best interpretation 
of these practices would vary correspondingly, so that the best conception of 
what justice requires in Toledo might not be the best conception in Tehran? 
We might worry that if justice is interpretive, someone in a culture that prac-
tices systematic discrimination against women makes no mistake when he 
says that such discrimination is not unjust. His interpretation, we might think, 
is correct for the practices of his community. Parallels with legal practice 
might seem to suggest this. Legal practice is diff erent in diff erent po liti cal 
communities, and so, of course, are people’s legal rights and duties. If justice 
is an interpretive concept, why should this not also be true about justice?

We have an antecedent problem even in understanding this threat. Why 
should we assume that the various practices that diff er so much around the 
world are all practices built around the same concept— the concept of justice? 
In most of these places the En glish word “justice” is not used; we suppose that 
the practices of people there are practices of justice because we suppose 
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that some word they use invokes the value we use that word to invoke. (Even 
if they do use a word that sounds like “justice,” we make the same assump-
tion, of course.) But if those practices are really so diff erent, what justifi es that 
piece of translation? Why should we not say, rather, that they do not have the 
concept of justice at all?

So the threat presupposes enough structural similarity to justify the as-
sumption that their concept is our concept. Th ey must call many acts we judge 
unjust by the word we translate as “unjust,” and they must suppose that their 
designation has suffi  ciently similar consequences to those we recognize when 
we call something unjust. Otherwise our translation would be mistaken. 
(Compare the discussion of radical translation in Chapter 7.) Th ose structural 
similarities, which we need to notice even to pose the threat, also dissolve it. 
We can count a great proportion of the substantive claims other cultures make 
about justice as mistakes; we do this when we suppose that the best available 
justifi cation of the paradigms of attribution and response we share justifi es 
rejecting those claims. We must judge for ourselves what justifi cation of these 
shared paradigms and structures is adequate, and no justifi cation that ap-
proved gender discrimination would be. Th ey share the concept of justice with 
us, but— at least so we can sensibly suppose— they misunderstand that con-
cept profoundly. Th ere is no relativism in this story, only error on their part.

What if our translation exercise fails? We fi nd no word in some linguistic 
community that we can sensibly translate as “justice,” and we conclude that 
that community does not have the concept. It remains true that their behav-
ior may be deeply unjust: acting unjustly does not require having the concept 
of justice. Th ere is no relativism in this diff erent story either.

Why is law diff erent? Why do we not say that nations that have adopted 
zoning regulations diff erent from ours have misunderstood the concept of 
law, so that, contrary to what they think, it is actually illegal to tear down 
Georgian buildings there as well as  here? Because any plausible conceptions 
of law and of justice must suppose that local decisions have a force in fi xing 
what law requires that they do not have in fi xing what is just or unjust. Dif-
ferent legal theories understand the force of local decisions diff erently; but 
any competent theory assigns such decisions much greater force in law than 
in morality. Even when we understand that law is a branch of morality— that 
is what I argue in Chapter 19— we must accept this indispensable distinction 
between that branch and the rest of the domain.
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Truth

Disagreement about Truth

I suggested that many of the concepts that occupy philosophers— not just 
moral and po liti cal concepts, but concepts that challenge phi los o phers in other 
ways— are best treated as interpretive concepts. Disputes about the concept of 
truth seem perennial among phi los o phers. Is that concept, as it fi gures in their 
theories and controversies, an interpretive concept? We certainly disagree about 
what truth is and about what is true. Some of these disagreements are philo-
sophical: I disagree with some external skeptics about whether moral judg-
ments can be true. And of course people disagree about truth in thousands of 
more mundane ways all the time: about whether it is true that Cleopatra slept 
with Caesar or that our universe started with a big bang or that Glendower was 
a fool or that the Iraq invasion was immoral. If these various philosophical 
and more mundane disagreements are genuine, as they certainly seem to be, 
then people, including phi los o phers, must share a concept of truth. But do 
they? How?

It is high time I raised these questions. In Part One I argued that moral 
claims can be objectively true. In this part I have argued, more generally, that 
interpretive judgments can be true. I tried to state the truth conditions of in-
terpretive judgments and how these diff er from the truth conditions of scien-
tifi c claims. Truth has been my subject all along. But if external skeptics and I 
do not share a concept of truth, then these long discussions have been silly, as 
illusory as the pseudo- agreement we had about the bank. In Chapter 7 I said 
that those who balk at calling interpretive judgments “true” could substitute 
some other word— perhaps “most reasonable” or “most acceptable.” But am I 
entitled to say that they would be using the same concept?

It is now a pop u lar view that truth is a primitive idea that cannot be 
defi ned. But (as we saw in the case of goodness) that is not a helpful re-
sponse to these questions. We need to ask whether phi los o phers and other 
people share the same primitive concept. Th ey do not share criteria for ap-
plying the concept: for deciding whether “true” is properly used of proposi-
tions in some par tic u lar domain like morality or mathematics. Th ey might 
agree on what Crispin Wright has called “platitudes” about truth: that the 
proposition that snow is white is true only if snow is white, for instance, or 
that a proposition is true if it accurately reports the facts of the matter. 
But these platitudes do not yield decision procedures for answering the 
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questions they ask. Phi los o phers do not agree about what kinds of facts 
there are.

I distinguished, a moment ago, mundane from philosophical uses of the 
concept of truth. If we look only at the former, we might be tempted by what 
has been called the “defl ationary” theory of truth. Th is holds, roughly, that 
to claim that a proposition is true is just to repeat the proposition. Calling it 
true that Sam is bald or that water fl ows downhill or that gratuitous torture 
is bad is just saying that Sam is bald, that water fl ows downhill, or that gratui-
tous torture is bad. So we might say that in such contexts truth functions as a 
criterial concept, because we all agree on a decision procedure: that if things 
are as a statement asserts them to be, then it is correct to call that statement 
true. Th e concepts we use in stating how things are may themselves be crite-
rial or natural- kind or interpretive concepts: all three occur in those examples. 
But truth itself, we might think, remains criterial.

We cannot, however, take this view of the concept of truth as it appears in 
philosophical controversies about truth— for example, in the controversy 
about whether moral claims can be true (or, indeed, whether the defl ationary 
theory of truth is correct). In the mundane use, any worry about the nature 
of truth disappears once we understand its redundancy. We needn’t worry 
about what truth is: we are concerned only with Sam’s scalp, water’s behavior, 
and whether gratuitous torture is bad. But in philosophical contexts truth 
remains the focus of attention: we cannot transfer our concern about its na-
ture to concern about something  else. It is correct, but wholly unhelpful, to 
say that the sentence “Moral judgments can be true” is true if and only if 
moral judgments can be true. Th e fact remains that phi los o phers disagree 
about whether moral judgments can be true because they disagree about what 
truth is.

We can rescue philosophical arguments about the nature of truth if we 
can understand truth as an interpretive concept. We should reformulate the 
diff erent theories of truth that phi los o phers have proposed, so far as we can, 
by treating them as interpretive claims. We share a vast variety of practices in 
which the pursuit and achievement of truth are treated as values. We do not 
invariably count it good to speak or even to know the truth, but it is our 
standard assumption that both are good. Th e value of truth is interwoven in 
these practices with a variety of other values that Bernard Williams called, 
comprehensively, the values of truthfulness. Th ese include accuracy, respon-
sibility, sincerity, and authenticity. Truth is also interwoven with a variety of 
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other kinds of concepts: conspicuously the concept of reality, but also the 
concepts of belief, investigation, inquiry, assertion, argument, cognition, 
proposition, assertion, statement, and sentence. We must interpret all these 
concepts— the entire family of truth concepts— together, trying to fi nd a 
conception of each that makes sense given its relations with the others and 
given standard assumptions about the values of truth and truthfulness.

Th e familiar philosophical theories of truth should therefore be judged 
by asking how well they interpret this great network of concepts and prac-
tices taken together. Th e once- popular correspondence theory, for example, 
should be seen as an attempt to construct interwoven conceptions of cor-
respondence and reality such that it makes substantial interpretive— not just 
platitudinous— sense to treat truth as correspondence with reality. If suc-
cessful, that interpretation of these concepts would provide a successful inter-
pretation of the other truthfulness concepts as well: it would sustain Wil-
liams’s accounts of the value of sincerity, for instance. If suitably elaborated it 
would also make good sense of the familiar and intuitive connection between 
truth and causation in the domains to which it applied: that the proposition 
that Jupiter is the largest planet is true not just if, but because, Jupiter is the 
largest planet.

However, the project of connecting truth with correspondence has proved 
diffi  cult. Ingenuity is required, for example, to show that there is something 
in reality to which a negative proposition (that Caesar did not dine with Casca 
on his last night) or a complex proposition (if Caesar had dined with Casca, 
he would have discovered the conspiracy) might be thought to correspond. It 
has also proved diffi  cult, moreover, to specify any substantial and appropri-
ate sense of correspondence. How can propositions be thought to correspond 
with anything?

But for now assume ( just as an illustration, and not because we believe it) 
that these problems have been or can be solved. Assume that phi los o phers 
can produce conceptions of correspondence and reality that generate some-
thing in reality to which propositions, including negative and complex prop-
ositions, can be said to correspond. We then face the following important 
interpretive question. Should we take the best correspondence theory (what-
ever it turns out to be) to exhaust the concept of truth? Or should we take the 
best such theory to be the upshot of applying to science (or some other par-
tic u lar domain of inquiry) a yet more abstract interpretation of the truth 
concepts and practices? A yet more abstract interpretation whose application 
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to other domains, like mathematics or morality, might yield not a correspon-
dence theory but a very diff erent theory for that domain?

We faced a parallel question in Chapter 7 when we discussed the pop u lar 
psychological state theory of interpretation. I distinguished two views. Th e 
fi rst holds that this pop u lar theory exhausts interpretation, so that truth in 
interpretation is always just a matter of correspondence with some psycho-
logical state, like the intention of a poet or lawmaker. It would follow that no 
claim could be said to be true when, as often occurs in interpretive genres 
like law and history, there is no psychological state that can make it true. Th e 
second, rival, view argues that the psychological state theory holds only for 
certain par tic u lar genres of collaborative interpretation, like conversational 
interpretation; it holds for those genres in virtue of the application to them of 
a more abstract account— I called this the value account— that fi ts a broader 
range of genres as well. I argued for the second view. Th e psychological state 
account is illuminating for some genres but misplaced in others, and the 
more abstract value account explains which and why.

I mean now to press the same distinction about theories of truth. We 
might, fi rst, take the correspondence theory of truth (or some rival like a co-
herence theory) to exhaust the concept of truth— to state conditions that any 
kind of judgment in any domain must meet if it is to count as true. We would 
then demote as not “truth- apt” any domain of apparent intellectual activity 
in which the chosen exclusive conception of truth has no application; this 
might be, for instance, mathematics or morality. Or we might, second, try to 
formulate some very abstract concept of truth, and of the associated ideas of 
reality, objectivity, responsibility, sincerity, and the rest, that would allow us 
to construct diff erent less abstract theories as candidates for explaining truth 
in, the diff erent domains in which claims of truth play a role.

If we took up the second strategy, we would treat the various theories of 
truth that phi los o phers have proposed, including the redundancy, correspon-
dence, coherence, and pragmatist theories, as attempts to apply some more ab-
stract account of truth to some par tic u lar domain or domains, just as we treat 
the author’s intention theory as a candidate for a theory of interpretive truth 
in some genres rather than across all genres of interpretation. A truth theorist 
might then claim that his favored theory supplies the best application of that 
more abstract theory to one par tic u lar domain, such as science, without 
thereby claiming that the same theory is also successful as an application of 
that abstract idea of truth to other domains.
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Th e fi rst, monolithic strategy has been pop u lar. Phi los o phers have off ered 
theories of truth that seem to fi t science well and then declared morality, for 
instance, not to be truth- apt because it is not truth- apt on that theory. In Part 
One we discovered a fatal diffi  culty in that strategy. We cannot understand 
the thesis that it is not true that torture is wrong as other than a denial that 
torture is wrong, which itself claims not just truth- aptness but truth for a 
moral judgment. Nor can we understand the more contorted and mysterious 
thesis that it is neither true nor false that torture is wrong other than as claim-
ing truth for the moral judgment that those who believe that torture is wrong 
are wrong. We considered and dismissed various ways of avoiding that para-
dox. We noticed apparently more sophisticated versions of skepticism, includ-
ing what I called the two- language- games strategy. But these found er because 
they leave themselves no space in which to deny that any discourse is really (or 
fundamentally, or at the explanatory or philosophical level) not suitable for 
truth. So the fi rst of the two strategies for truth theories ends in failure.

We must take up the second strategy. Th is has obvious initial advantages. 
It fi ts a much broader range of the practices in which the concepts of truth 
and truthfulness now play an important role. Th e brigade of virtues collected 
in the idea of truthfulness— sincerity, authenticity, intellectual responsibility, 
and the rest— is not limited to the domains of physical science and psychol-
ogy. Th ese virtues are equally important in morality, law, and other genres of 
interpretation. Th e fi rst strategy is therefore committed to what seems bad 
interpretive strategy: seeking an interpretation that ignores from the start vast 
parts of the interpretive data. Th e second strategy begins, on the contrary, by 
noticing all the data.

We would make a more convincing case for the second strategy, however, if 
we could set out a very abstract, highest- level account of truth that we might 
think holds for all the genres— of science, mathematics, philosophy, and 
value— in which claims of truth are standard. Perhaps that would not be ab-
solutely necessary. We might perhaps study truth as a wide- ranging interpre-
tive concept just by attending to its various paradigms in diff erent domains 
without any overall abstract formulation. I defended that possibility in the 
case of justice earlier in this chapter. Still, it would be helpful to fi nd some 
very abstract statement of the concept of truth, some formulation that is in de-
pen dent of any intellectual domain and explains why the diff erent standards 
for pursuing truth in diff erent domains are nevertheless all standards for pur-
suing truth.
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Th at statement would have to be even more abstract than the value theory 
of interpretation discussed in Chapter 7, because the latter theory, which is a 
theory of truth in interpretation, would then have to be seen as itself an ap-
plication of an even more abstract theory of truth to the entire domain of in-
terpretation. Th at supremely abstract theory of truth could not be wholly for-
mal or platitudinous, however. If we can formulate such a theory at all, it 
would have work to do: it would have to fi t and justify our truth- seeking prac-
tices and the allied practices of truthfulness across all domains. Th at is a tall 
order, and I do not know how to satisfy it.

Here is one tentative and incomplete suggestion. We might build a suit-
able supremely abstract theory by taking inquiry and truth to be paired and 
interwoven concepts, so that we can usefully characterize truth, as I did in 
the last chapter, as the intrinsic goal of inquiry. We could off er, as our most 
abstract characterization, that truth is what counts as the uniquely successful 
solution to a challenge of inquiry. We could then construct more concrete 
specifi cations of truth for diff erent domains by fi nding more concrete ac-
counts of success tailored to each domain. Th ese diff erent accounts would 
be nested. Th e value theory would be a candidate account for success across 
the  whole domain of interpretation, and the theory of moral responsibility I 
described in Chapter 6 would be a candidate application of the value theory 
to the more specifi c interpretive domain of morality. A diff erent account of 
success, and hence truth, would be off ered for science. Th e distinction Chap-
ter 7 off ered— that investigative success must be defi ned by purpose in inter-
pretation but must be divorced from purpose in science— would distinguish 
conceptions of truth at a very abstract level, but these would both be concep-
tions of truth viewed from the most abstract level.

Th ese sketchy remarks are reminiscent, at least, of much of what Charles 
Saunders Peirce said about truth. But we must not say, as Peirce once said, 
that truth is always or just what enables us to satisfy some desire we have. 
Th at is correct in some cases— when the question we take up is the question 
of what will satisfy us— but not generally. His statement was ill- advised be-
cause it misidentifi es the level of his pragmatism. It treats his pragmatism as 
a theory of truth competitive with a correspondence, coherence, interpretive, 
or some other kind of theory; his pragmatism seems better understood as 
a more abstract directive about how to decide which other more par tic u lar 
such theory is right for some par tic u lar domain. Th at reading draws the sting 
of an old joke: that the trouble with pragmatism is that it  doesn’t work. In 
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Peirce’s hands, at least, it was meant to “work” not by itself, but only by rec-
ommending to us some other, distinctly not pragmatic, less abstract theory. 
In any case, the practices that make the truth concepts valuable in science 
rule out, decisively, any suggestion that what is true in science is what is 
useful— or delightful or intriguing or ironic. It is an important human 
achievement to have recognized this.

Skepticism Again

If we are to pursue some such suggestion, we must be able to treat the various 
forms of internal skepticism, including the indeterminacies I described in 
Chapter 5, as also uniquely successful solutions to challenges of inquiry. I 
said there that (in my tentative opinion) claims about the relative superiority 
of great artists working in very diff erent genres at very diff erent times are 
misjudged; according to the best account of artistic value, I said, no such 
claim, including the claim that these great artists  were of equal worth, can be 
sustained. Th at is internal skepticism because it relies on a positive theory of 
artistic value. We might take something of the same view about the concept 
of humor. We might fi nd it ludicrous that something could be really funny 
though it never produced even a tinge of amusement. We might conclude 
that it would be a mistake to claim objective truth for ascriptions of humor.

We must now consider how such internal skepticism sorts with the su-
premely abstract theory of truth I just sketched. We take at face value claims 
of truth in all the domains in which such claims are familiar; we then ask, as 
an initial question, whether a par tic u lar domain can be understood as or ga-
nized around inquiry. If so, we then consider whether the best theory of suc-
cess in that inquiry supports the assumption, either in general or over some 
part or aspect of the practice, that no uniquely successful culmination of that 
inquiry exists. We treat that question as substantive within the area of in-
quiry, and the skepticism at stake is therefore only internal skepticism. I off ered 
this example in the last chapter. A director contemplates a new production 
of Hamlet. He might ask: Which interpretation of the play as a  whole and of 
each speech should guide any production of the play anytime, anywhere? Or 
he might ask: Given my own reactions to the play, the cast and funding I 
have available, the time and place in which I work, and recent productions of 
the play around  here, which interpretation should guide me now? In my own 
view, for reasons I off ered in that chapter, the best theory about the proper 
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goals of a fresh production of a classic shows that there is no uniquely right 
answer to the fi rst of these questions. But that same theory might hold that there 
is indeed a uniquely right answer to the second question, even though our direc-
tor is entirely uncertain what that right answer is. Of course, I might be wrong 
in my view about the proper goals of a new production of a classic, in which 
case my views about right answers would be wrong as well. Everything is sub-
stantive  here, and everything is therefore in play.

Truth and Method

Our approach is diff erent in another crucial respect. More conventional ac-
counts draw a sharp line between theories of truth, which are meant to hold 
across all domains, and theories of proper investigative methodology, which 
must of course diff er according to subject matter. Our approach recognizes, 
on the contrary, only diff erences of degree in abstraction between the two 
kinds of theory. We begin with a near- formal and supremely abstract account 
of the concept of truth— unique success in inquiry, for instance. When we 
apply that near- formal account of truth to specifi c domains, we produce 
more concrete theories, and these merge through further specifi cation into 
discrete methodological manuals for each domain and subdomain. If, for 
instance, we take some form of correspondence theory to be the more con-
crete upshot of applying that very abstract formulation to the physical sci-
ences, that more concrete theory would already supply the rudiments of a 
theory of scientifi c method: limiting evidence for propositions about the 
physical world to what can plausibly be thought to be caused directly or in-
directly by facts that would make those propositions true, for instance. Each 
more detailed account or specifi cation of scientifi c method— a special theory 
for particle physics or for the biological sciences, for example— would also be 
a more detailed specifi cation of a theory of truth.

Th at progression from truth to method holds equally for the domains of 
interpretation. Th ere is no sharp break, but only a diff erence in degree of ab-
straction, between a theory of truth for some interpretive genre and a more 
detailed theory defending some claim about sound method in that genre. A 
psychological state theory of truth in literary interpretation is a more abstract 
version of some par tic u lar critic’s view about how to read Among School Chil-
dren. In Chapter 6 I emphasized the distinction between moral truth and 
moral responsibility. But I also said that the interpretive reasoning required 
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for moral responsibility is our best hope for achieving moral truth. I can now 
put the connection rather diff erently. Our theory of moral responsibility must 
be an appropriately concrete specifi cation of our theory of moral truth, and 
any skepticism about the possibility of truth for some class of moral judg-
ment must be secured through the exercise of moral responsibility. Th at is just 
another way of rehearsing what is by now a familiar song in these pages. Any 
genuine moral skepticism must be an internal skepticism. But now we reach 
that conclusion in a diff erent way: through a study of the best conception, for 
morality, of what truth is.

Nothing in this argument even hints that truth is ever up to us. Th at is al-
ready ruled out by the most abstract formulation of truth as success in inquiry. 
Th ere is nothing optional or pale or minimal or quietist in the kind of truth 
we claim for either domain. Nor are we talking past one another in our philo-
sophical arguments over truth. We really do disagree.

At least since Plato identifi ed the problem in the Meno, phi los o phers have 
worried about what they call the paradox of analysis. Th ey set out to analyze 
familiar concepts— truth, causation, justice, and the rest— by telling us what 
each means. But if they succeed, then, because these are our concepts, they 
tell only what we already know. It follows that if an analysis is correct, it is 
uninformative. Th e idea of interpretive concepts dissolves the paradox. A suc-
cessful conception of an interpretive concept is indeed something new.

Th in and Th ick Concepts

We return to the main argument. I said that moral concepts such as those of 
justice, honesty, treachery, and friendship are interpretive: we account for 
agreement and disagreement about cases not by fi nding shared criteria of 
application but by supposing shared practices in which these concepts fi gure. 
We develop conceptions of these concepts through interpretation. We sup-
pose that even the most abstract moral concepts— the concept of what is good 
and of what we ought to do— are interpretive: we have no other way of ex-
plaining how disputes about what is good or right are genuine.

But the idea of interpretation might not seem easily to fi t these very ab-
stract moral concepts. It makes evident sense to treat our disagreements 
about friendship— whether someone should be criticized for giving the po-
lice incriminating evidence about a friend— as refl ecting diff erent interpre-
tations of friendship. It seems odd to think of goodness and duty that way, 
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however: odd to think that an argument about whether we have an obliga-
tion to help people in poverty is an argument about the best interpretation of 
what obligation is. Th e diff erence refl ects the fact that when we disagree about 
the application of very abstract moral concepts— about what someone ought 
to do in certain circumstances, for instance— we interpret an open- ended and 
large set of practices rather than a smaller and more focused practice.

Bernard Williams gave the names “thick” and “thin” to two families of 
moral concepts, and he took the diff erence between them to be fundamental. 
He called the ideas of moral rightness and wrongness, of what ought and ought 
not be done, thin concepts, because they are very abstract vehicles of com-
mendation or disparagement that can be attached to an almost unlimited 
range of actions or states of aff airs. We can intelligibly say, of almost any 
human action, that it is morally required or wrong. Th ick moral concepts, on 
the other hand, mix the praise or disparagement they off er with more con-
crete factual descriptions. “Brave,” “generous,” “cruel,” and “trustworthy” are 
thick concepts: each of these praises or condemns a par tic u lar kind of behav-
ior that it also describes. So each of the thick concepts can sensibly be applied 
only to a certain kind of act, an act, we might say, that is a candidate for that 
par tic u lar kind of commendation or condemnation. It is at least intelligible, 
though preposterous, to say that acts of charity are morally wrong. It is not 
even intelligible (except, perhaps, in a very special context) to say that chari-
table acts are cowardly.

Th e distinction between thin and thick moral concepts has been misunder-
stood by some phi los o phers: its importance has been underestimated by some 
and exaggerated by others. Some phi los o phers have insisted on analyzing the 
distinction away. Th ey say that a thick concept like the concept of cowardice 
should be understood as a hybrid: it combines a straightforward criterial con-
cept, shared only by those who follow the same criteria for identifying acts 
of cowardice, with an emotional charge: that such conduct is wrong. Th is is 
a serious mistake. Th e thick concepts cannot be dissected to reveal a criterial 
base concept.

It is not true that we all agree about what conduct is factually described by 
“cowardice” and disagree only about whether and how much we disapprove 
of such conduct. Nor can such concepts be dissected by supposing that 
“cowardly” is a compound of some other descriptive concept (what could this 
be?) and a negative emotional charge. Whether someone is properly called 
brave— or tactless or cruel or generous— depends not simply on how he has 
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acted but also on a judgment about the moral valence of his act. Deciding 
what bravery or tact or cruelty or generosity means— what acts are properly 
described in these terms— requires interpretation: what one person deems 
bravery or tact another calls foolhardiness or dishonesty.

Other phi los o phers take the distinction to mark important divisions 
within moral theory. Williams, for instance, argued that moral knowledge is 
possible only of thick concepts, because only these concepts are suffi  ciently 
embedded in and given meaning by the practices of par tic u lar communities 
to allow members of those communities to claim knowledge of them. Many 
contemporary phi los o phers call themselves “virtue theorists” because they 
emphasize the importance of certain thick concepts. Th ey hope in that way 
to distinguish their general approach from that of the more numerous moral 
phi los o phers who off er general theories of thin concepts: Kantians, for exam-
ple, who defend a formal account of moral duty, and consequentialists ab-
sorbed with defi ning the good that morality requires us always to pursue. In 
fact, however, the two kinds of concepts are so interrelated and interdepen-
dent in their functions that neither can be said to be more fundamental or 
central or more a matter of knowledge than the other. We could hardly have 
either without the other. We use thin concepts as conclusions, to report over-
all moral judgments, but without off ering much, if anything, by way of a case 
to ground those judgments. Th icker concepts often provide the case that the 
thin concepts presuppose but do not supply.

Th e distinction is not polar but one of degree: moral concepts have diff er-
ent degrees of thickness, and each has diff erent degrees in diff erent contexts. 
In many circumstances, reminding someone of a promise he has made would 
supply much more by way of a substantive case than accusing him of treachery, 
but in other circumstances it would supply less. Th e virtue concepts are 
among the thickest of moral concepts, but they diff er in thickness as well. 
Saying that someone is generous or tactful is certainly more informative than 
saying that he is a good or virtuous person, but it is less informative than say-
ing that he is punctilious. Th e concepts of duty and obligation are commonly 
treated as thin, but they are thicker than the concept of the good or the im-
permissible; declaring that someone has a duty or an obligation signals at 
least a general kind of case for the demand it embodies: it suggests a promise 
or undertaking or some special responsibility of role or status. Th e familiar 
concepts of po liti cal morality vary in thickness as well. Describing a tax sys-
tem as unjust says more than simply declaring it morally objectionable but 
less than calling it oppressive.
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Neither thick nor thin concepts are more central or important to morality 
than the other kind: they are all part of a single system that would be unrec-
ognizable without both. On some occasions idiom or practice or context 
makes it more natural to say that an act is just plain wrong than that it is 
treacherous, inconsiderate, cruel, dishonest, indecent, niggardly, unreasonable, 
cheap, unworthy, unfair, or contemptuous, or that a person has a good charac-
ter rather than that he is generous, courageous, noble, or selfl ess. On other 
occasions the more concrete charges or claims would seem more natural. In 
either case, more concrete or more abstract judgments are waiting in the wings, 
though they may never appear. It is usually pointless to call an act unreason-
able or tactless without suggesting that it is for that reason, at least to some 
degree and in some way, wrong as well. It is usually fraudulent to call some-
thing wrong or someone bad without supposing that there is some more in-
formative description that begins at least to say why it is wrong or he is bad. 
Concrete and abstract concepts all have roles to play, and to exchange, in 
morality’s repertory.

Th e fl exibility provided by moral concepts of diff erent thickness is useful 
in a variety of ways. Concepts that diff er in thickness allow us to distinguish 
pro tanto considerations from overall judgments, for example. We might say 
that though someone did act cruelly on some occasion, it was the right thing 
for him to do at the time. Or that though what he did was selfi sh, he had a 
right to do it, and so no one has a right to complain. (I discussed in Chapter 
6 whether the confl ict in value these claims might suggest is genuine.) Th e 
thinner concepts are particularly appropriate when we want to state moral 
conclusions about diffi  cult or very evenly balanced cases. We might want to 
say, for example, that though someone who does not report a friend’s serious 
crime does the right thing, he would not have been treacherous if he had re-
ported it. Th in concepts are also useful when we want to contrast moral with 
other kinds of reasons that we might entertain on some occasion. It is not 
necessary, on those occasions, to specify our moral reasons in any greater de-
tail: “I know this is wrong, but I  can’t resist!” In all these and many other 
ways, our moral experience is refl ected in and facilitated by the distinctions we 
draw between more and less conclusory and more or less informative moral 
concepts.

So it is no obstacle to an interpretive understanding of morality and moral 
reasoning that some of the thinner concepts on which modern moral phi lo-
s o phers have most steadily fi xed their attention— the concepts of rightness 
or goodness— are not so apparently interpretive as thicker concepts are. Th ey 
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do function as interpretive— otherwise we could not disagree using their 
vocabulary as we plainly do— but the interpretation they require must be 
focused, at least in the fi rst instance, on other concepts, because the thinner 
concepts draw conclusions but do not themselves suggest much by way of 
argument. When argument is needed, we interpret the thicker concepts, in-
cluding the relatively thinner of those thicker concepts, like the ideas of what 
is reasonable and what is just, to fi nd grounds for redeeming the less clothed 
conclusions we off er in the very thin concepts we fi rst use.

Plato and Aristotle

Because moral concepts are interpretive, both quotidian moral reasoning and 
high moral philosophy are interpretive exercises. Does that hypothesis help us 
to better understand the infl uential moral phi los o phers of the past? I shall try 
to answer that question by discussing the arguments of par tic u lar phi los o-
phers at diff erent stages later in the book. I begin  here with what I believe to 
be classic, obvious, and particularly instructive examples of interpretive moral 
philosophy.

Plato and Aristotle constructed their moral and po liti cal theories around 
interpretations of virtues and vices, ranging from those we regard as dis-
tinctly personal, like wisdom, to the great po liti cal virtue of justice. Th eir 
arguments  were actively holistic. Each off ered an elaborate interpretive argu-
ment that developed in two signifi cantly diff erent stages. First, they analyzed 
each of the virtues and vices they took up by constructing conceptions of 
each that draw upon and reinforce the conceptions they favored of the others. 
Th ey showed these virtues, that is, as forming a mutually supportive network 
of moral values. Th en, as a second stage, they found interconnections be-
tween that network of moral concepts and ethics. Th ey argued that their 
conceptions of the moral values  were correct because a life that exhibits those 
values understood through those conceptions is best calculated to provide a 
state of being, “eudemonia,” that modern translators into En glish characteristi-
cally call “happiness” but that we might better call “a good life”— the life that 
people, in their own best interests, should try to live.

Terence Irwin has argued that the arguments of Socrates in Plato’s earlier 
dialogues  were not interpretive. Th e earlier Socratic method supposed that 
a successful defi nition of individual virtues would be reductive: that is, that it 
would characterize a virtue only descriptively. One of the straight men in an 
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early dialog off ers a reductive defi nition of bravery, for instance: bravery, he 
says, is holding steadfast in the face of danger. Th e earlier Socrates shows 
that all the attempts at reductive defi nitions he is off ered are inadequate, but 
he does not off er a reductive defi nition of his own. On the contrary, he says 
repeatedly that he is unable to construct one. Th e Socrates of the Republic, on 
the other hand, is quite willing to off er conceptions of each of the virtues, but 
he has abandoned the reductive constraint and adopted the interpretive style.

He off ers conceptions of bravery, temperance, wisdom, and justice that 
show each of these to be distinct from the others— he rejects the earlier So-
cratic idea that all the virtues are one because knowledge comprises all the 
virtues— but to be interdependent nevertheless, so that the defi nition of each 
virtue incorporates an appeal to the value of other virtues. Bravery, for ex-
ample, is not the same as temperance, but bravery cannot be defi ned in de-
pen dently of temperance. However, the great challenge of the Republic, put 
in diff erent ways fi rst by Th rasymachus and then by Glaucon and Adeiman-
tus, takes Socrates to the second stage of interpretation I distinguished. He 
is asked to fi nd connections between justice and happiness— between the 
moral virtues collected in the former and the ethical ambition of the latter— 
such that any just person must be happier than any unjust person.

Plato did not form his ideas of justice and of the good life in de pen dently 
and then discover their interdependence. He did not argue that justice, as 
this was then commonly understood, provides happiness. On the contrary, 
he denied that what Th rasymachus counted as happiness is genuine happi-
ness. Plato’s conception of justice is strikingly counterintuitive: he analyzes 
that concept to include a psychic condition of the agent. He seeks an account 
not of just actions but of a just person, and he identifi es a just person, in the 
fi rst instance, not as someone who cares about others but as someone who 
cares about the goodness of his own being. True, Plato does labor, as any phi-
los o pher using an interpretive approach must, to show that his conception of 
justice is not too counterintuitive to count as a conception of that virtue. He 
tries to explain how the enlightened promotion of self gives one an interest 
in the well- being of others. As we shall see, many other phi los o phers, includ-
ing Kant, have followed much the same strategy. Plato’s argument may be 
unpersuasive— Irwin discusses potent objections to it— but it is plainly di-
rected by an interpretive strategy.

Plato’s interpretive argument is multidimensional; it embraces an account 
of bravery and temperance as well as justice and happiness. It aims, moreover, 
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at conceptions of the virtues that are not hierarchal but mutually supportive. 
He does not begin with an account of happiness and mold his discussion of 
the virtues to fi t it. On the contrary, his account of happiness is also initially 
counterintuitive and can fi nally be justifi ed only through its interpretive ac-
commodation with the virtues. It is hardly obvious that happiness is the or-
dering of the soul: that seems to leave out plea sure and the other familiar 
components of happiness. So Plato must take up the further challenge of show-
ing that his account of happiness is, after all, a good interpretation of what 
people commonly seek under that name. He must therefore expand the inter-
pretive network still more broadly, to include the account of plea sure that he 
off ers in book 9 of the Republic and then in the Philebus. Th is shows plea-
sure to be not simply a desired experience but an indispensable part, though 
only part, of a good life. Th e entire remarkable construction, successful or 
not, is a paradigm of morality as interpretation.

Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics is also a superb illustration of the interpre-
tive method. He sets out his account of the virtues by situating each as the 
mean between two vices: we are to understand what bravery requires by 
contrasting what is brave both with what is cowardly and what is foolhardy; 
what temperance means by contrasting temperance with both intemperance, 
which is too great a concern with nonrational impulses for food, drink, and 
sex, and insensibility, which is too little concern with them; and so forth. Th e 
doctrine of the mean is an interpretive device. Conceptual interpretation of-
ten seeks to defend a par tic u lar conception of a virtue, as Aristotle also does, 
by showing how recognizing that virtue, so conceived, helps to promote some 
other value. Th e doctrine of the mean works diff erently: it defends a par tic u-
lar conception of a virtue by constructing a parallel account of that virtue 
and two recognized vices that might be seen, initially, as bracketing it.

Th e repre sen ta tion of the virtue as a mean between the two vices is not an 
interpretive conclusion but rather a strategy for guiding interpretation: the 
interpretive challenge is to fi nd an account of the virtue that explains its ap-
parent intermediate position between two vices. We cannot do this by iden-
tifying some Goldilocks commodity such that intemperance has too much of 
it, boorishness too little, and temperance just the right amount. Temperance 
is a virtue and intemperance a vice, not because the intemperate person takes 
more plea sure in life than the temperate one, but because he takes plea sure 
in the wrong things. We can sustain the bracketing strategy, therefore, only 
by identifying the right things in which to take unlimited plea sure and then 
the wrong things to take any plea sure (or much plea sure) in having.
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Aristotle puts a great many other, neighboring concepts to work in identi-
fying these right and wrong things: the concept of fi neness, for example, 
which some commentators take to be an aesthetic concept, and the ethical 
concept of bestiality. Th is bracketing device is only one of his interpretive tools: 
he triangulates each virtue not only by drawing on some familiar sense of a re-
lated vice but also by appealing to other virtues that intersect the virtue under 
study. So though the brave man does not fear what the coward fears, he prop-
erly fears dishonor and disgrace. Even apparently unrelated virtues like civic 
pride and responsibility fi gure in the account of bravery: the brave man stands 
fi rm, not necessarily in the face of natural threats like the threat of death at sea, 
but in even hopeless battle when he fi ghts as a citizen for his community. For 
a citizen, fear of dishonor “is caused by a virtue; for its cause is shame and de-
sire for something fi ne— for honor— and aversion from reproach, which is 
disgraceful.”

Aristotle’s discussion of individual virtues corresponds to the fi rst stage of 
conceptual moral interpretation: it concentrates on moral concepts. His dis-
cussion is set against a prior and more general discussion that supplies the 
second, ethical stage. He starts on a discussion of the virtues only after he has 
fi rst argued that “eudemonia” consists in activity in accordance with the most 
complete virtue, in a complete life. Living virtuously is necessary to a good 
life, he says, even though it is not suffi  cient, because a virtuous life might be 
marred by great misfortunes, such as Priam suff ered in Troy, or by poverty. 
No one would call a life cursed by poverty or terrible misfortune a good life, 
even it was virtuous. But someone might be rich, fortunate, and maximally 
content with his life— he might, in the common view, be perfectly happy— 
and yet not have happiness in Aristotle’s conception, because he does not lead 
a life of virtuous activity.

Th e connection Aristotle draws between virtues and happiness is interpre-
tive, just as Plato’s is. It is multidimensional and mutually supporting rather 
than hierarchal. How we understand happiness— a good life— depends on 
how we understand each of the virtues, which in turn depends on how we 
understand each of the others. But how we understand the virtues also de-
pends on our in de pen dent sense of what happiness is. Aristotle constantly 
checks his account of the virtues by asking whether common opinion— 
particularly the opinion of “the wise”— would endorse a life lived in accor-
dance with virtue so understood as a happy or successful life. (See, for ex-
ample, his account of the role of plea sure in happiness.) Th is last requirement 
is yet another turn of the interpretive screw, if we assume that the wise are 
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particularly good judges of virtue because they are themselves virtuous. It 
would be a serious misunderstanding to condemn Aristotle’s argument as 
circular, not because it is not in its broad sweep circular, but because that is 
its achievement, not its failure.

We should notice, fi nally, a further dimension of interpretation that Aristo-
tle treats as particularly important. He declares that the project of better un-
derstanding happiness, and therefore virtue, is not an abstract, theoretical 
enquiry but one aimed at action, and principally po liti cal action. Th e Nicoma-
chean Ethics, he says, is an exercise in po liti cal science. We need to understand 
happiness so that we can construct a good state, which is a state in which 
people are enabled and encouraged to lead good lives. Once again this is not a 
one- way connection. We understand good government better by better under-
standing happiness and the virtues, which good government fosters. But we 
also better understand the virtues, and therefore happiness, by thinking in the 
other direction as well: by asking which personal qualities make for good citi-
zenship in the kind of state we assume to be good. Politics adds a third stage 
to Aristotle’s interpretive analysis. It will, eventually, for us as well.
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Is Morality Closed?

Plato and Aristotle treated morality as a genre of interpretation. Th ey tried to 
show the true character of each of the main moral and po liti cal virtues by 
relating each to the others, and then to the broad ethical ideals their transla-
tors summarize as happiness. As I said in Chapter 1, but remind you now, I 
use the terms “ethical” and “moral” in what might seem a special way. Moral 
standards prescribe how we ought to treat others; ethical standards, how we 
ought to live ourselves. We can— many people do— use either “ethical” and 
“moral” or both in a broader sense that erases this distinction, so that moral-
ity includes what I call ethics, and vice versa. But we would then have to rec-
ognize the distinction I draw in some other vocabulary in order to ask whether 
our desire to lead good lives for ourselves provides a justifying reason for our 
concern with what we owe to others. Any of these vocabularies would allow us 
to pursue the interesting idea that moral principles should be interpreted so 
that being moral makes us happy in the sense Plato and Aristotle meant.

In this chapter we begin that interpretive project. We aim to fi nd some ethi-
cal standard— some conception of what it is to live well— that will guide us 
in our interpretation of moral concepts. But there is an apparent obstacle. Th is 
strategy seems to suppose that we should understand our moral responsibilities 
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in what ever way is best for us, but that goal seems contrary to the spirit of 
morality, because morality should not depend on any benefi t being moral 
might bring. We might try to meet this objection through a familiar philosophi-
cal distinction: we might distinguish between the content of moral principles, 
which must be categorical, and the justifi cation of those principles, which 
might consistently appeal to the long- term interests of agents bound by those 
principles.

We might argue, for example, that it is in everyone’s long- term interests to 
accept a principle that forbids lying even in circumstances when lying would 
be in the liar’s immediate interests. Everyone benefi ts when people accept 
a self- denying rule of that kind rather than each lying when that is in his im-
mediate interest. However, this maneuver seems unsatisfactory, because we 
do not believe that our reasons for being moral depend on even our long- term 
interests. We are drawn to the more austere view that the justifi cation and 
defi nition of moral principle should both be in de pen dent of our interests, 
even in the long term. Virtue should be its own reward; we need assume no 
other benefi t in doing our duty.

But that austere view would set a severe limit to how far we could press an 
interpretive account of morality: it would permit the fi rst stage I distinguished 
in Plato’s and Aristotle’s arguments, but not the second. We could seek integra-
tion within our distinctly moral convictions. We could list the concrete moral 
duties, responsibilities, and virtues we recognize and then try to bring these 
convictions into interpretive order— into a mutually reinforcing network of 
ideas. Perhaps we could fi nd very general moral principles, like the utilitarian 
principle, that justify and are in turn justifi ed by these concrete requirements 
and ideals. Or we could proceed in the other direction: setting out very general 
moral principles that we fi nd appealing, and then seeing whether we can match 
these with the concrete convictions we fi nd we can approve. But we could not 
set the entire interpretive construction into any larger web of value; we could 
not justify or test our moral convictions by asking how well these serve other, 
diff erent purposes or ambitions people might or should have.

Th at would be disappointing, because we need to fi nd authenticity as well 
as integrity in our morality, and authenticity requires that we break out of 
distinctly moral considerations to ask what form of moral integrity fi ts best 
with how we want to conceive our personality and our life. Th e austere view 
blocks that question. Of course it is unlikely, as we recognized in Chapter 6, 
that we will ever achieve a full integration of our moral, po liti cal, and ethical 
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values that feels authentic and right. Th at is why responsibility is a continuing 
project and never a completed task. But the wider the network we can explore, 
the further we can push that project.

Th e austere view is disappointing in another way. Phi los o phers ask why 
people should be moral. If we accept the austere view, then we can only an-
swer: because morality requires this. Th at is not an obviously illegitimate an-
swer. Th e web of justifi cation is always fi nally, at its limits, circular, and it is 
not viciously circular to say that morality provides its own only justifi cation, 
that we must be moral simply because that is what morality demands. But it is 
nevertheless sad to be forced to say this. Phi los o phers have pressed the ques-
tion why be moral because it seems odd to think that morality, which is often 
burdensome, has the force it does in our lives just because it is there, like an 
arduous and unpleasant mountain we must constantly cross but that we might 
hope  wasn’t there or would somehow crumble. We want to think that moral-
ity connects with human purposes and ambitions in some less negative way, 
that it is not all constraint and no value.

I therefore propose a diff erent understanding of the irresistible thought 
that morality is categorical. We cannot justify a moral principle just by show-
ing that following that principle would promote someone’s or everyone’s de-
sires in either the short or the long term. Th e fact of desire— even enlightened 
desire, even a universal desire supposedly embedded in human nature— 
cannot justify a moral duty. So understood, our sense that morality need not 
serve our interests is only another application of Hume’s principle. It does not 
rule out tying ethics and morality together in the way Plato and Aristotle did, 
and in the way our own project proposes, because that project takes ethics 
to be, not a matter of psychological fact about what people happen to or even 
inevitably want or take to be in their own interest, but itself a matter of ideal.

We need a statement of what we should take our personal goals to be that 
fi ts with and justifi es our sense of what obligations, duties, and responsibilities 
we have to others. Th is characterization seems to fi t Kant’s moral program, or 
so I will suggest later. His conception of metaphysical freedom is most illu-
minating when it is understood as an ethical ideal that plays a dominant 
justifying role in his moral theory. Our own interpretive project is less foun-
dational because more evidently holistic. We look for a conception of living 
well that can guide our interpretation of moral concepts. But we want, as part 
of the same project, a conception of morality that can guide our interpreta-
tion of living well.
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True, people confronted with other people’s suff ering do not normally ask 
whether helping those people will create a more ideal life for themselves. 
Th ey may be moved by the suff ering itself or by some sense of duty. Phi los o-
phers debate whether this makes a diff erence. Should people help a child 
because the child needs help or because it is their duty to help? In fact both 
motives might well be in play, along with hosts of others that a sophisticated 
psychological analysis might reveal, and it might be diffi  cult or impossible to 
say which dominates on any par tic u lar occasion. Nothing important, I be-
lieve, turns on the answer: doing what you take to be your duty because it 
is your duty is hardly disreputable. Nor is it culpably self- regarding to worry 
about the impact of behaving badly on the character of one’s life; it is not 
narcissistic to think, as people often say, “I  couldn’t live with myself if I did 
that.” In any case, however, these questions of psychology and character are 
not relevant now. Our question is the diff erent one whether, when we try to 
fi x, criticize, and ground our moral responsibilities, we can sensibly assume 
that our ideas about what morality requires and about the best human ambi-
tions should reinforce one another.

Hobbes and Hume can each be read as claiming not just a psychological 
but an ethical basis for familiar moral principles. Hobbes’s putative ethics is 
unsatisfactory. At least for most of us, survival is not a suffi  cient condition of 
living well. Hume’s sensibilities, translated into an ethics, are much more 
agreeable, but experience teaches us that even people who are sensitive to the 
needs of others cannot resolve moral— or ethical— issues simply by asking 
themselves what they are naturally inclined to feel or do. Nor does it help 
much to expand Hume’s ethics into a general utilitarian principle. Th e idea 
that each of us should treat his own interests as no more important than those 
of anyone  else has seemed an attractive basis for morality to many phi los o-
phers. But, as I shall shortly argue, it can hardly serve as a strategy for living 
well oneself.

Religion can provide a justifying ethics for people who are religious in the 
right way; we have ample illustration of this in the familiar moralizing inter-
pretations of sacred texts. Such people understand living well to mean re-
specting or pleasing a god, and they can interpret their moral responsibili-
ties by asking which view of those responsibilities would best respect or most 
please that god. But that structure of thought could be helpful, as a guide to 
integrating ethics and morality, only for people who treat some sacred text as 
an explicit and detailed moral rule book. People who think only that their 
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god has commanded love for and charity to others, as I believe many reli-
gious people do, cannot fi nd, just in that command, any answers to what 
morality requires. In any case, I shall not rely on the idea of any divine book 
of detailed moral instruction  here.

Th e Good Life and Living Well

If we reject Hobbesean and Humean views of ethics and are not tempted by 
religious ones, yet still propose to unite morality and ethics, we must fi nd 
some other account of what living well means. As I said, it cannot mean simply 
having what ever one in fact wants: having a good life is a matter of our critical 
interests, the interests we should have. It is therefore a matter of judgment 
and controversy what a good life is. But is it plausible to suppose that being 
moral is the best way to make one’s own life a good one? It is wildly implau-
sible if we hold to pop u lar conceptions of what morality requires and what 
makes a life good. Morality may require someone to pass up a job in cigarette 
advertising that would rescue him from great poverty. He would lead a better 
life in most people’s view if he took the job and prospered.

Of course an interpretive account would not be limited by these conven-
tional understandings. We might be able to construct a conception of a good 
life such that an immoral or base act would always, or almost always, makes 
the agent’s life fi nally a worse life to lead. But I now suspect that any such 
attempt would fail. Any attractive conception of our moral responsibilities 
would sometimes demand great sacrifi ces— it might require us to risk, or 
perhaps even to sacrifi ce, our lives. It is hard to believe that someone who has 
suff ered terrible misfortunes has had a better life than he would have had if 
he had acted immorally and then prospered in every way, creatively, emotion-
ally, and materially, in a long and peaceful life.

We can, however, pursue a somewhat diff erent, and I believe more promis-
ing, idea. Th is requires a distinction within ethics that is familiar in morals: 
a distinction between duty and consequence, between the right and the good. 
We should distinguish between living well and having a good life. Th ese two 
diff erent achievements are connected and distinguished in this way: living 
well means striving to create a good life, but only subject to certain constraints 
essential to human dignity. Th ese two concepts, of living well and of having 
a good life, are interpretive concepts. Our ethical responsibility includes try-
ing to fi nd appropriate conceptions of both of them.
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Each of these fundamental ethical ideals needs the other. We cannot ex-
plain the importance of a good life except by noticing how creating a good 
life contributes to living well. We are self- conscious animals who have drives, 
instincts, tastes, and preferences. Th ere is no mystery why we should want to 
satisfy those drives and serve those tastes. But it can seem mysterious why we 
should want a life that is good in a more critical sense: a life we can take pride 
in having lived when the drives are slaked or even if they are not. We can 
explain this ambition only when we recognize that we have a responsibility to 
live well and believe that living well means creating a life that is not simply 
pleas ur able but good in that critical way.

You might ask: responsibility to whom? It is misleading to answer: respon-
sibility to ourselves. People to whom responsibilities are owed can normally 
release those who are responsible, but we cannot release ourselves from our 
responsibility to live well. We must instead acknowledge an idea that I be-
lieve we almost all accept in the way we live but that is rarely explicitly for-
mulated or acknowledged. We are charged to live well by the bare fact of our 
existence as self- conscious creatures with lives to lead. We are charged in the 
way we are charged by the value of anything entrusted to our care. It is impor-
tant that we live well; not important just to us or to anyone  else, but just 
important. (I return to the idea of objective importance later in this chapter.)

We have a responsibility to live well, and the importance of living well ac-
counts for the value of having a critically good life. Th ese are no doubt con-
troversial ethical judgments. I also make controversial ethical judgments in 
any view I take about which lives are good or well- lived. In my own view, 
someone who leads a boring, conventional life without close friendships or 
challenges or achievements, marking time to his grave, has not had a good life, 
even if he thinks he has and even if he has thoroughly enjoyed the life he has 
had. If you agree, we cannot explain why he should regret this simply by calling 
attention to pleasures missed: there may have been no pleasures missed, and 
in any case there is nothing to miss now. We must suppose that he has failed 
at something: failed in his responsibilities for living.

What kind of value can living well have? Th e analogy between art and life 
has often been drawn and as often ridiculed. We should live our lives, the Ro-
mantics said, as a work of art. We distrust the analogy now because it sounds 
too Wilde, as if the qualities we value in a painting— fi ne sensibility or a 
complex formal or ga ni za tion or a subtle interpretation of art’s own history— 
were the values we should seek in life: the values of the aesthete. Th ese may 
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be poor values to seek in the way we live. But to condemn the analogy for 
that reason misses its point, which lies in the relation between the value of 
what is created and the value of the acts of creating it. We value great art most 
fundamentally not because the art as product enhances our lives but because 
it embodies a per for mance, a rising to artistic challenge. We value human 
lives well lived not for the completed narrative, as if fi ction would do as well, 
but because they too embody a per for mance: a rising to the challenge of hav-
ing a life to lead. Th e fi nal value of our lives is adverbial, not adjectival. It the 
value of the per for mance, not anything that is left when the per for mance is 
subtracted. It is the value of a brilliant dance or dive when the memories have 
faded and the ripples died away.

We need another distinction. Something’s product value is the value it has 
just as an object, in de pen dently of the pro cess through which it was created 
or of any other feature of its history. A painting may have product value, and 
this may be subjective or objective. Its formal arrangement may be beautiful, 
which gives it objective value, and it may give plea sure to viewers and be 
prized by collectors, which properties give it subjective value. A perfect me-
chanical replica of that painting has the same beauty. Whether it has the same 
subjective value depends largely on whether it is known to be a replica: it has 
as great subjective value as the original for those who think that it is the origi-
nal. Th e original has a kind of objective value that the replica cannot have, 
however: it has the value of having been manufactured through a creative act 
that has per for mance value. It was created by an artist intending to create art. 
Th e object— the work of art— is wonderful because it is the upshot of a won-
derful per for mance; it would not be wonderful if it  were a mechanical replica 
or if it had been created by some freakish accident.

It was once pop u lar to laugh at abstract art by supposing that it could have 
been painted by a chimpanzee, and people once speculated whether one of 
billions of apes typing randomly might produce King Lear. If a chimpanzee 
by accident painted Blue Poles or typed the words of King Lear in the right 
order, these products would no doubt have very great subjective value. Many 
people would be desperate to own or anxious to see them. But they would 
have no per for mance value at all. Per for mance value may exist in de pen dently 
of any object with which that per for mance value has been fused. Th ere is no 
product value left when a great painting has been destroyed, but the fact of 
its creation remains and retains its full per for mance value. Ucello’s achieve-
ments are no less valuable because his paintings  were gravely damaged in the 
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Florence fl ood; Leonardo’s Last Supper might have perished, but the wonder 
of its creation would not have been diminished. A musical per for mance or 
a ballet may have enormous objective value, but if it has not been recorded 
or fi lmed, its product value immediately evaporates. Some performances— 
improvisational theater and jazz concerts— fi nd value in their ephemeral sin-
gularity: they will never be repeated.

We may count a life’s positive impact— the way the world itself is better 
because that life was lived— as its product value. Aristotle thought that a good 
life is one spent in contemplation, exercising reason, and acquiring knowledge; 
Plato that it is a harmonious life achieved through order and balance. Nei-
ther of these ancient ideas requires that a wonderful life have any impact at 
all. Most people’s opinions, so far as these are self- conscious and articulate, 
ignore impact in the same way. Many of them think that a life devoted to the 
love of a god or gods is the fi nest life to lead, and a great many, including many 
who do not share that opinion, think the same of a life lived in inherited tradi-
tions and steeped in the satisfactions of conviviality, friendship, and family. All 
these lives have, for most people who want them, subjective value: they bring 
satisfaction. But so far as we think them objectively good— so far as it would 
make sense to want to fi nd satisfaction in such lives— it is the per for mance 
rather than the product value of living that way that counts.

Phi los o phers used to speculate about what they called the meaning of life. 
(Th at is now the job of mystics and comedians.) It is diffi  cult to fi nd enough 
product value in most people’s lives to suppose that they have meaning 
through their impact. Yes, but for some lives, penicillin would not have been 
discovered so soon and King Lear would never have been written. But if we 
mea sure a life’s value by its consequence, all but a few lives would have no 
value, and the great value of some other lives— of a carpenter who pounded 
nails into a play house on the Th ames— would be only accidental. On any 
plausible view of what is truly wonderful in almost any human life, impact 
hardly comes into the story at all.

If we want to make sense of a life having meaning, we must take up the 
Romantic’s analogy. We fi nd it natural to say that an artist gives meaning to 
his raw materials and that a pianist gives fresh meaning to what he plays. We 
can think of living well as giving meaning— ethical meaning, if we want a 
name— to a life. Th at is the only kind of meaning in life that can stand up to 
the fact and fear of death. Does all that strike you as silly? Just sentimental? 
When you do something smaller well— play a tune or a part or a hand, throw 
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a curve or a compliment, make a chair or a sonnet or love— your satisfaction 
is complete in itself. Th ose are achievements within life. Why  can’t a life also 
be an achievement complete in itself, with its own value in the art in living it 
displays?

One qualifi cation. I said that living well includes striving for a good life, 
but that is not necessarily a matter of minimizing the chances of a bad one. In 
fact many traits of character we value are not best calculated to produce what 
we in de pen dently judge to be the best available life. We value spontaneity, 
style, authenticity, and daring: setting oneself diffi  cult or even impossible 
projects. We might be tempted to collapse the two ideas by saying that devel-
oping and exercising these traits and virtues are part of what makes a life 
good. But that seems too reductive. If we know that someone now in poverty 
courted that poverty by choosing an ambitious but risky career, we may well 
think that he was right to run that risk. He may have done a better job of 
living by striving for an unlikely but magnifi cent success. An artist who 
could be comfortably admired and prosperous— Seurat, if a name helps— 
strikes out in an entirely new direction that will isolate and impoverish him, 
require immersion in his work to the cost of his marriage and friendships, 
and may well not succeed even artistically. If it does succeed, moreover, the 
success is unlikely to be recognized, as in Seurat’s case, until after his death. 
We may want to say: if he pulls it off , he will have had a better life, even tak-
ing account of the terrible costs, than if he had not tried, because even an 
unrecognized great achievement makes a life a good one.

But suppose it  doesn’t come off ; what he produces, though novel, is of less 
merit than the more conventional work he would otherwise have painted. We 
might think, if we value daring very highly as a virtue, that even in retrospect 
he made the right choice. It didn’t work out, and his life was worse than if he 
had never tried. But he was right, all things ethically considered, to try. Th is 
is, I agree, an outré example: starving geniuses make good philosophical 
copy, but they are not thick on the ground. We can replicate the example in 
a hundred more commonplace ways, however— entrepreneurs pursuing risky 
but dramatic inventions, for instance, or skiers pressing the envelope of dan-
ger. But whether we are ourselves drawn to think that living well sometimes 
means choosing what is likely to be a worse life, we must recognize the pos-
sibility that it does. Living well is not the same as maximizing the chance of 
producing the best possible life. Th e complexity of ethics matches the com-
plexity of morality.
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Being Bad and Moral Luck

Our ethical responsibilities are as categorical as our moral responsibilities. 
Th at is why we not only regret not having lived well but blame ourselves. Th e 
despair of Sydney Carton or Ivan Illyitch was not self- pity for bad luck but 
self- excoriation for weakness and indolence, in Carton’s case, and fatal ethi-
cal misjudgment in Illyitch’s. We are not simply passive vessels in which a 
good life may or may not occur.

But having a bad life does not always mean not having lived well: that 
discrimination is one of the most important consequences of distinguishing 
the two ideals. Someone may have a bad life in spite of living well, as we have 
already noticed, because he dared greatly and failed. More generally, he may 
live well and have a bad life because the goodness of his life does not depend 
entirely on his own decisions and eff orts: it depends critically on his circum-
stances and luck as well. If he has been born in great poverty or to a despised 
race, or is severely crippled, or dies very young, his life has been disadvan-
taged in ways he could not have changed. And the distinction may cut the 
other way: someone may have a very good life and not live well at all. We read 
of a Medici prince who lived what strikes us as a particularly wonderful life of 
achievement, refi nement, cultivation, and plea sure. Th en we learn more: he 
made this life possible by a career of killing and betrayal on a very grand 
scale. If we  were to insist that living well is just having a good life, we would 
then have to say either that he lived well after all, which seems monstrous, or 
that, on a second look, his life was not a good one because his immorality 
made it much worse than it would otherwise have been.

Th at latter choice would revive the implausible view we rejected a moment 
ago, that immorality always and necessarily makes a life overall worse. In 
fact, on any plausible standard of what makes a life good, our prince had a 
better life than he would have had if he had scrupulously respected his moral 
responsibilities. But it does not follow that he lived well. He failed his ethi-
cal responsibilities; he should not have committed the crimes he did, and he 
should have settled for the less spectacular life he would then have had. So 
even though we may think that he made his life a better one by his immoral 
acts, we should still say that he did a worse job of living.

Th e distinction between the two ideals helps to explain a further phenom-
enon that has intrigued phi los o phers. We inevitably carry a sharp burden of 
regret for serious harm we did that was in no way our fault. Oedipus blinded 
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himself because he killed his own father, unaware of his patricide. A school 
bus driver who crashed his bus, killing a dozen children, carries a special sor-
row for the rest of his life, even if his driving was faultless and the accident no 
one’s fault. His is not just an impersonal sorrow for the event— the sorrow 
anyone reading a newspaper might feel— but special sorrow because it was he 
who was driving the bus. Some phi los o phers have called this not merely bad 
luck but bad moral luck: the driver not only is likely to feel a special deep re-
gret but would be defective in moral sensibility if he did not.

Th is is puzzling for those who believe that guilt should track only fault, 
that nothing is morally bad, to paraphrase Kant, except a bad will. We can 
resolve the puzzle and yet recognize the force of “moral luck” through our 
distinction. Whether I have lived well is not aff ected by harm I did without 
fault, but it nevertheless makes perfect sense— it is in fact irresistible— to 
suppose that how good my life has been is very much aff ected. Just as I can 
regret that my life was spoiled by the injustice of others for which I was 
blameless, so I can equally regret that my life was spoiled by the fact that but 
for my blameless acts a tragedy would not have happened. Guilt tracks fault 
when we ask whether we have lived well or badly, but regret tracks luck when 
we ask how good our life has been.

Th e distinction between a good life and living well is also helpful in con-
fronting another ancient question. Can what happens after your death aff ect 
the quality of your life? It was bad for Priam when Achilles dragged Hector’s 
body three times around the walls of Troy. But was it bad for Hector? Is it 
good for you if your children are happy after your death? Bad for you if your 
books are all destroyed? We cannot understand people’s intense concern with 
their posthumous fate without recognizing that it does matter to them what 
happens then. Yet that can seem silly: why should they care? Our distinction 
helps. Whether people have lived well is not aff ected by what happens after 
they have ceased to live; nothing can aff ect that, any more than whether a 
paint er has painted well depends on how his painting fares in the market. 
But whether someone has had a good life can be infl uenced after his death by 
anything that adds to or takes away from its achievements or hopes. How 
good a life you have had waxes and wanes after you are no more.

I said earlier that the two ideas— living well and having a good life— need 
each other. But our Medici prince teaches us that the ideals may whisper 
opposite advice. Which is then the more fundamental ethical responsibility? 
Living well. It is ethically irresponsible for you to live less well in order to 
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make your life a better one, and inappropriate for you to take plea sure or pride 
in your life’s goodness when you achieved this at the cost of living badly. 
We might say (using a term developed by economists that John Rawls made 
pop u lar among phi los o phers) that the value of living well is lexically prior to 
the value of a good life. But the goodness of a life nevertheless has in de pen-
dent value. You should feel glad when your life is good, but not if you cheated 
to achieve it. You should regret a life that is less good because your luck has 
been bad or because others have cheated you.

Two Ethical Principles

Th e distinction between living well and having a good life, remember, is in 
ser vice of a hypothesis. We cannot integrate ethics and morality in an overall 
interpretive web by supposing that being moral is essential to a good life. But 
we can entertain the hypothesis, at least, that morality is essential to living 
well. It will not help much, however, to establish that proposition in only one 
direction: that people do not live well unless they respect their moral duties. 
Th at is an appealing proposition, but it cannot help us decide what those du-
ties are. It makes ethical responsibility depend on moral responsibility, but 
not the other way around; only a bilateral interpretive connection can do 
that. If the connection is to serve any useful purpose in our interpretive proj-
ect, it must be a matter of integration, not simply incorporation.

I must explain the diff erence. Th ere are two views we might take about 
the substantive connection between being good and living well. We might 
think that living well requires being moral, so that our prince did not live as 
well as he might have done, but that the content of morality is nevertheless 
fi xed by refl ecting only on morality itself and is in no way determined by any 
other aspects or dimensions of living well. We might think, that is, that liv-
ing well simply incorporates morality without that connection in any way 
aff ecting what morality requires. Or we might treat the content of morality as 
fi xed at least in part by the in de pen dent character of ethical responsibility: we 
might suppose that just as our ethical responsibilities are partly fi xed by our 
moral responsibilities to others, so the latter are fi xed in part by what our ethi-
cal responsibilities are. On this second view, morality and ethics are integrated 
in the interpretive way we have been exploring over the last few chapters.

Most religions take the fi rst view of the central values of their faith. Th ey 
insist that living well requires devotion to one or more gods, but they deny 
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that the nature of these gods, or their standing as gods, in any way derives 
from the fact that living well includes respecting them, or that we can ad-
vance our understanding of their nature by asking how, more precisely, they 
would have to be in order to make respecting them part of living well. Th e 
gods, they insist, are who or what they are, and it falls to us, in our responsi-
bility for our own lives, to try to discover this so far as we can and to act in 
the light of what we discover. Th at is also the view we take of scientifi c fact. 
In science, I said, we draw a sharp distinction between the intrinsic goal 
of seeking the truth and our justifying reasons for seeking that truth. We 
think that trying to understand the structure of the universe is part of living 
well, but we do not think— unless we are crude pragmatists or mad— that we 
identify that structure by asking what view of it would help us to live well.

Many people take the same view about the value of art. We are responsible 
for discovering what is wonderful in art and respecting its wonder, they say, 
but we must take care not to commit the fallacy of supposing that something 
is beautiful because it makes our life better to appreciate it, or that we can 
identify and analyze its beauty by considering what it would do us good to 
admire in that way. On that view, living well incorporates art but is not inte-
grated with it. Th at is a controversial view. I described my own, not wholly 
diff erent, view in Chapter 7: that the meaning and value of a work of art do 
depend on the proper reasons for evaluating and interpreting it. I believe that 
art, like morality, connects with the ethical hub.

If moral values are best understood as integrated with, rather than simply 
incorporated in, ethical responsibility, we might hope to capitalize on the con-
nection in a more powerful exploration of moral conviction. We can achieve 
that integration, however, only if we can fi nd some compelling aspect or di-
mension of living well that is not itself, at least at fi rst glance, a matter of our 
duties to others but yet both aff ects and is aff ected by those duties. I believe 
that we can fi nd that interpretive lever in the twin, connected ideas of self- 
respect and authenticity.

I now introduce two principles that I believe state fundamental require-
ments of living well. In other work I have discussed related though diff erent 
principles as po liti cal principles; I stated these po liti cal principles in Chapter 1 
and I will employ them in later chapters. I describe these now, however, only 
as ethical principles. Th e fi rst is a principle of self- respect. Each person must 
take his own life seriously: he must accept that it is a matter of importance 
that his life be a successful per for mance rather than a wasted opportunity. 



 e t h ic s

Th e second is a principle of authenticity. Each person has a special, personal 
responsibility for identifying what counts as success in his own life; he has a 
personal responsibility to create that life through a coherent narrative or style 
that he himself endorses.

Together the two principles off er a conception of human dignity: dignity 
requires self- respect and authenticity. Th e distinction between the two prin-
ciples may seem artifi cial; each could easily be called by the other’s name. 
You cannot think it important that you choose values around which to live 
your life unless you think it important that your life have value. Otherwise 
why should it be through values that you seek to identify yourself? And you 
cannot think you have created something of value in living your life unless 
you fi nd what you have created valuable. You may think that subscribing 
obediently to the traditions of some culture or faith is, at least for you, the 
right path to success in living. But that must be what you think, not because 
others require you to live that way. Nevertheless I shall discuss the two prin-
ciples separately because they raise diff erent philosophical issues.

One preliminary word about the overall title I off er for the two principles 
together. Th e idea of dignity has been stained by overuse and misuse. It appears 
regularly in human rights conventions and po liti cal constitutions and, with 
even less discrimination, in po liti cal manifestos. It is used almost thought-
lessly either to provide a pseudo- argument or just to provide an emotional 
charge: campaigners against prenatal ge ne tic surgery declare it an insult to 
human dignity for doctors to repair disease or defi ciency in a fetus. Still, it 
would be a shame to surrender an important idea or even a familiar name to 
this corruption. We should rather take up the job of identifying a reasonably 
clear and attractive conception of dignity; I try to do this through the two 
principles just described. Others will disagree: dignity, like so many of the con-
cepts that fi gure in my long argument, is an interpretive concept.

Later chapters of this book use the idea of dignity to help identify the 
content of morality: acts are wrong if they insult the dignity of others. Other 
philosophers— notably Th omas Scanlon— believe we should argue in the 
other direction: an act is an insult to dignity when and because it is morally 
wrong in some other way. I am unsure how great this diff erence turns out 
to be once some conception of dignity is specifi ed. Scanlon, for instance, be-
lieves that an act is wrong if condemned by a principle no one could reason-
ably reject. If it is always and automatically a reason for someone to reject a 
principle that it does not treat his life as intrinsically important, or that it 
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denies his freedom to choose values for himself, then the two approaches 
come together. I use dignity as an or ga niz ing idea because it facilitates our 
interpretive project to collect widely shared ethical principles under one port-
manteau description.

Self- Respect

Th e two principles I described might seem obvious stated so abstractly. But it 
is far from clear what actual force they have as ethical imperatives, that is, as 
concrete conditions of living well. I begin with self- respect. Th at principle 
insists that I must recognize the objective importance of my living well. I 
must accept, that is, that it would be a mistake for me not to care how I lived. 
I do not mean simply to repeat the orthodox claim that each person’s life has 
intrinsic and equal worth. It is not clear what that orthodox claim means. If 
we understand it as a claim about the product value of human beings, we must 
reject it. Th e world does not go better when there are more people in it, as we 
might well think it does go better when there are more great paintings painted. 
If we understand the orthodox claim to insist that each life has the same per-
for mance value, then it is false as well. Many lives have little per for mance 
value, and the per for mance value of all lives is certainly not equal.

In practice, the equal- worth principle is usually understood not as an ethi-
cal principle but as a moral principle about how people must be treated. It 
insists that all human lives are inviolable and that no one should be treated as 
if his life  were less important than anyone  else’s. Some phi los o phers cite the 
equal value of human lives to support more positive claims: that the people 
of rich nations should make sacrifi ces in order to help the miserable poor of 
other nations, for example. Our project hopes to connect the principles of 
dignity we are now exploring with those and other moral principles, but that 
is a matter for later chapters. Our principle of self- respect is diff erent: it is not 
in itself a moral claim. It describes an attitude that people should have toward 
their own lives: they should think it important that they live well. Th e prin-
ciple of self- respect requires each of us to treat his own life as having that 
kind of importance.

Stephen Darwall has made a useful distinction between recognition respect 
and appraisal respect. Th e latter is the respect we show someone in virtue of 
his character or achievements; the former includes the respect we must show 
people just out of recognition of their status as people. Th e self- respect that 
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dignity demands is recognition, not appraisal, respect. Only a few people are 
fully satisfi ed with their own character and record, and they are fools. We 
may— some sad people do— completely lose appraisal respect for ourselves. 
But that does not mean or entail that we have lost recognition self- respect. It is, 
in fact, only in virtue of our recognition respect for ourselves— our sense that 
our character and achievements matter— that our misery at what we are or 
have done makes any sense at all.

Not everyone acts as if he had self- respect. Sydney Carton, until his re-
demption, drank his life away beside the winding sheet in his candle. But 
most of us do act as if we respected ourselves. We have ideas about how best 
to live, and, at least in fi ts and starts, we try to live up to those ideas. True, 
none of us lives self- consciously thinking day by day that he is giving per for-
mance value to his life or that he is facing up to the importance of his living 
well. Most people would hardly recognize these ideas, and it would not im-
prove their lives to spend much time over them. Still we can best interpret our 
lives— make sense of how we live and what we feel— by supposing that we 
have at least an inarticulate but powerful sense of the importance of our lives, 
inarticulate but powerful beliefs about what achievements would give them 
per for mance value.

I assume you have that sense: that you suppose that it is important how 
your life goes. You want your life to be successful because you think its success 
is important, not the other way around. Is my assumption correct? Can you 
plausibly interpret the way you live as refl ecting the rival assumption that it is 
only subjectively important how you live— important that you live well only if 
and because you want to live well? Please take some care over that impor-
tant question.

You might think, “I don’t in fact care about living well. I care only about 
enjoying myself so far as I can; all my decisions and plans aim in that direc-
tion. As it happens, caring for others and achieving some personal success are 
among the things I enjoy. If I didn’t enjoy them, I  wouldn’t bother. But living 
well, what ever that means, has no in de pen dent grip on me.” Th ere is a well- 
known diffi  culty in that reply. Enjoyment in most cases is not a freestanding 
state of mind like hunger. It is normally an epiphenomenon of the conviction 
that we are living as we should. Of course, there are pleasures that are just 
pleasures: pleasures of the body, as we call them, that other animals share 
with us in some way, including some pleasures of sex and food. But plea sure 
in most of its modes— including most of the plea sure of food and sex— is not 
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a frisson of pure feeling in de pen dent of belief about what gives rise to that 
feeling. We don’t just take plea sure. We take plea sure in something, and the 
plea sure we take is mostly contingent on thinking that it is good— living as one 
should— to take plea sure in it. True, some pleasures are “naughty”; we enjoy 
them for the opposite reason: because we know we shouldn’t. Th e phenomenol-
ogy of enjoyment is almost always suff used, one way or another, with ethical 
fl avor.

Th ere are dramatic— and often comical— illustrations of that fact: people 
struggling to come to like sophisticated and expensive foods, for instance, 
because they want to be the kind of people who do. But even when they are 
drawn immediately to an activity they fi nd intensely pleas ur able, much of 
the plea sure is parasitic on a more complicated aesthetic evaluation. Listen 
to a skier describing the thrill of his sport: he reports not the fl ow of endor-
phins but the physical and visual sensations of the activity itself. Phi los o phers 
are fond of pointing out that no one wants the plea sure apart from the event: 
no skier would sacrifi ce an hour on the slopes for two hours connected to a 
laboratory plea sure machine. Yes, some people are proud to count them-
selves hedonists: they think that success in fi nding plea sure, and refi ning the 
pleasures they fi nd, is a mea sure of how well they are living and have lived. 
Some of them think that their lives have gone worse because they have not 
found enough plea sure. But this meaning- of- life hedonism, as we might call 
it, is not an alternative to thinking it important to live well. It is only a sadly 
pop u lar answer to the question of what living well means. Otherwise there 
could be no regret for pleasures missed: this makes sense only as regret for 
failure.

You might entertain a curter reply to my question: that you just want what 
you do and for no further reason. You do not think that your life has any 
importance or that there is a right and wrong way for you to live. You just hap-
pen to want to live in a par tic u lar way. You also happen to love cashew nuts; 
you  can’t resist them when they are off ered. Your overall plans and projects are 
just more and bigger cashew nuts. Th is down- market, crudely subjective inter-
pretation of your behavior is indeed a genuine alternative to the grander one I 
proposed. But can you really accept it? Don’t you have an overall self- image: 
a sense of who you are that guides you in choices and styles, even, perhaps, in 
whether you like martinis or beer? Yes, you might say, you do have a self- image. 
You not only want to have certain things, like nuts, but also to be a certain 
way. Th at is just part of what you fi nd you want. But that reply misunderstands 
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the character of a person’s conception of himself. Self- images—choices of 
personal identity— play the critical role they do because they are constructed 
not of what we just fi nd we like but of what we fi nd we admire and think ap-
propriate. Th ese are themselves critical judgments: we aim to meet a stan-
dard, not just pick at random from a menu. Don’t you have other critical 
attitudes that also play a part in your life? Don’t you sometimes feel pride, 
shame, and regret, for instance? Th ese critical attitudes make sense only to 
and for someone who thinks that it is important what he makes of his life and 
that he has a personal responsibility to create value in it. Th ey make no sense 
for someone who just happens to want one kind of life. He has no platform on 
which to build any regret at all.

If these critical attitudes do play a prominent role in your emotional life, 
then their prominence confi rms the more ambitious interpretation and rules 
out the down- market one. In fact, the critical attitudes are pervasive in almost 
everyone’s life, and I shall now assume that they are important in yours. Th ey 
can surface anytime. But as I suggested, they are most dramatically in play 
from the perspective of a deathbed or near it. People are then often reminded, 
with pride, of the children they have raised, their war ser vice, their reputation. 
I read once that when Beethoven was dying he said, “At least we made some 
music.” (Perhaps he didn’t say that, but he might have.) Other people are full 
of regret: at chances not taken, at opportunities, pleasures, and experiences 
missed. Sometimes the regret is intense and self- fl agellating.

I mentioned two examples earlier. Ivan Illyitch, who thought he had all 
he wanted, suddenly thought that he had wanted the wrong things and real-
ized, in panic, that it was too late to correct his mistake. For Sydney Carton 
it was not too late, because an extraordinary coincidence made it possible for 
him to do a far, far better thing than he had ever done, and to achieve his 
life’s redemption in doing it. Nothing like that could make any sense for 
someone whose concern for his life is only a matter of liking nuts. Th e criti-
cal attitudes make sense only if we accept that it is objectively, and not just 
subjectively, important what we do with our lives. We worry when we suspect 
that we have misunderstood and betrayed our responsibility; we take pride 
and comfort— we say our lives have meaning— when we believe we have 
met it.

Of course it is possible still to survey all these claims with a skeptical eye: to 
say that the objective importance I describe is a myth and that the pride, regret, 
shame, anxiety, and redemption most people feel are only part of the myth. But 
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if that kind of hardheadedness tempts you, please remember the lesson of Part 
One. Your ethical skepticism cannot be an Archimedean, external skepticism. 
It can only be an internal skepticism, which means that you need just as strong 
a set of value judgments to support your nihilism as others need to support their 
very diff erent intuitive sense. You cannot undermine their conviction of ethical 
responsibility with metaphysical arguments about the kinds of entities there are 
in the universe or so cio log i cal arguments about the diversity of opinions about 
what living well means. Th at would be to repeat the mistakes of external skepti-
cism. You need an internally skeptical argument in two parts: positive claims 
about what would have to be true for our lives to have meaning, and then a nega-
tive case explaining why these conditions are not or cannot be met. Nihilism 
so earned has its own dignity. Macbeth found internal skepticism— indiff erence 
to the rest of his life— once he realized he was in the hands of supernatural 
tricksters. You are not, I expect, of his mind.

Authenticity

Now we turn to the second principle of dignity. I called it the principle of 
authenticity, though that virtue has a mixed reputation now. In a famous es-
say Lionel Trilling contrasted authenticity with sincerity, to the discredit of 
the former. He had in mind, however, a sentimental and distinctly inau-
thentic pop u lar use of the ideal. People say, without much thought, that they 
need to discover themselves and to be in touch with their deepest feelings. 
Our blue- eyed troubadour said, by way of anthem, that he did it his way. But 
a more genuine form of the ideal has had an important and entirely unsenti-
mental life in our literature and in much of our most infl uential philosophy. 
Authenticity is central in the work of many of the most prominent modern 
philosophers— Kierkegaard and Nietz sche, for example, and also Sartre and 
other phi los o phers who called themselves Existentialists. Even Shakespeare’s 
villains and clowns— Gloucester and Iago, Parolles and Pistol— fi nd mo-
ments of dignity in soliloquies of sudden and scorching authenticity in which 
they recognize and endorse who they really are.

Authenticity is the other side of self- respect. Because you take yourself 
seriously, you judge that living well means expressing yourself in your life, 
seeking a way to live that grips you as right for you and your circumstance. Th is 
need not be commitment to a single overriding ambition or to a set hierarchy 
of values. It may instead amount to what we call character, or what Nietz sche 
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called a “style”: a way of being that you fi nd suited to your situation, not one 
drawn mindlessly from convention or the expectations or demands of oth-
ers. Th at does not necessarily mean eccentricity or even novelty. What is 
crucial is not that you live diff erently from others, but that you live in response 
to, rather than against the grain of, your situation and the values you fi nd ap-
propriate. Th ese may be expressed in commitment to a revered tradition; they 
may be beautifully expressed in loving, providing for, and educating children. 
Th ey may be expressed even in a life so severely constrained that only very 
limited choices are available. Or in a life that, seen from the outside, seems 
wholly conventional or even tedious. Nor does authenticity require studied 
planning or a road map drawn in youth. We can discover a character or style 
as we live, interpreting what we do as we do it, in search of rather than follow-
ing a thread. Sartre called that “existential psychoanalysis.”

It would be a mistake to fi nd this account of authenticity elitist. On the 
contrary, it is elitist to suppose that only people of high education or imagina-
tion or sensibility or favored by wealth can lead authentic lives. Nor does endorse-
ment require the absurdity of a constantly examined life. It does not require 
anyone explicitly to recognize that his life can have adverbial value and that he 
has a responsibility to seek that value. Few people wonder, tired in front of a 
tele vi sion screen, whether they could add more value to their lives doing some-
thing  else. Authenticity does make important demands, however. It requires a 
personal sense of character and commitment to standards and ideals out of 
which we act. It requires that we recognize some acts as self- betrayal.

Responsibility

In Chapter 6 I distinguished responsibility as a virtue from responsibility as 
a relation, and I also distinguished diff erent forms of responsibility in both 
senses. Th e second principle of dignity demands both that I be responsible in 
the virtue sense and that I accept relational responsibility when appropriate. 
I do not treat an act as my own, as issuing from my personality and character, 
unless I regard myself as judgmentally responsible for it. People who blame 
their parents or other people or society at large for their own mistakes, or 
who cite some form of ge ne tic determinism to absolve themselves of any re-
sponsibility for how they have acted, lack dignity, because dignity requires 
owning up to what one has done. “Th e buck stops  here” is an important piece 
of ethical wisdom.
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It is a more complex question how far authenticity requires that I accept 
liability responsibility for my acts. When may I properly demand that others 
bear all or part of a fi nancial burden that I have assumed or that has fallen 
upon me? I may need money because I have suff ered an accident that makes 
me unable to work or that requires expensive medical treatment, or because I 
have chosen to comb beaches instead of working, or because I have vowed to 
build a monument to my god. Does the right view of my own ethical re-
sponsibilities entail that it would be wrong to demand help in some of these 
circumstances but not in others? If it is part of living well not only to make 
choices but to live with the consequences of those choices, do I have reason to 
distinguish what I need because I have cancer from what I need because I 
chose not to work? Does it matter whether my needs are basic— I will starve 
without help— or spiritual? Does it matter whether I can support myself 
comfortably, but only at a boring job I loathe? Th ese questions have direct 
analogues, as we shall see, both in moral questions about what we owe others 
and in important po liti cal questions about distributive justice. But they are 
also, distinctly, ethical questions.

Ethical In de pen dence

Authenticity has another dimension: it stipulates what dignity demands 
we try to establish in our relations with other people. We must strive for 
in de pen dence. Th at does not mean trying to escape infl uence or persuasion. 
People cannot invent wholly new styles of living; we all live in an ethical 
culture that provides, at any time, the palette of recognizable ethical values 
from which possibilities can be drawn. We can rearrange conventional priori-
ties among those values— we can become people of brute honesty instead of 
tact— and we can cleave to personal values that others disdain, like sexual 
abstinence. But it is not possible to live a life of medieval chivalry in Brook-
lyn now: that life required a social and even po liti cal background of which 
no suffi  cient vestiges remain. Th e opinions and models about how to live that 
are alive in our folklore, literature, and advertising are pervasive in our 
lives— we are born into and raise our children in the environment these create. 
Th is has been, in my own time, a rapidly shifting environment. Styles of liv-
ing  were possible and admired in the late 1960s and early 1970s that  were not 
admired and  were barely possible before; they remain, barely, possible now, 
but again they are not much admired.
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We cannot escape infl uence, but we must resist domination. Th e distinc-
tion is of great ethical importance. Authenticity is in this aspect a narrowly 
relational concept. A person’s authenticity is not compromised by limita-
tions of nature or circumstance: not because he lacks athletic ability, or be-
cause taxation makes it impossible for him to live as he would most like, or 
because he lives in a technologically backward community. He does not then 
have many colors on his palette, but the life he designs with the colors he has 
may be just as fully authentic, just as fi rmly the life that he rather than anyone 
 else has designed. On the other hand he does not live authentically, no matter 
how great the range of options he is off ered, if others forbid him some options 
otherwise available because they deem those options unworthy. Th e indignity 
lies in usurpation, not limitation. Authenticity demands that, so far as deci-
sions are to be made about the best use to which a person’s life should be put, 
these must be made by the person whose life it is.

So authenticity is not autonomy, at least as some phi los o phers understand 
that protean concept. Th ey suppose that autonomy requires only that some 
range of choices be left open by the sum of circumstance, whether these be 
natural or po liti cal. A person’s autonomy is not threatened, on this view, when 
government manipulates its community’s culture so as to remove or make 
less eligible certain disapproved ways of living, if an adequate number of 
choices remain so that he can still exercise the power of choice. Authenticity, 
on the other hand, as this is defi ned by the second principle of dignity, is very 
much concerned with the character as well as the fact of obstacles to choice. 
Living well means not just designing a life, as if any design would do, but de-
signing it in response to a judgment of ethical value. Authenticity is damaged 
when a person is made to accept someone  else’s judgment in place of his own 
about the values or goals his life should display.

Th is principle of ethical in de pen dence has evident po liti cal implications, 
and I shall identify and explore these later, in Chapter 17. Now, however, I 
emphasize the principle’s distinctly ethical importance: the role it plays in 
protecting the individual dignity that living well demands. Coercion is plain 
when it is achieved or threatened by the criminal law or by other forms of 
state action. In other circumstances more subtle discrimination is needed to 
distinguish infl uence from subordination. Someone who prizes his dignity 
must refuse to shape his ethical values out of fear of social as well as po liti cal 
sanction; he might decide that he lives well when he conforms to the expecta-
tions of others, but he must make that decision out of conviction, not laziness 
or that kind of fear.
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Some orthodox religions establish priests or texts as supposedly infallible 
reporters of a god’s will; they declare the overriding importance of religious 
conviction to living well. Th eocratic communities that impose an ethical re-
gime by coercion compromise their subjects’ authenticity. In liberal po liti cal 
communities, in contrast, those who subject themselves to the ethical au-
thority of their church do so voluntarily. Th ey are nevertheless inauthentic if 
their adherence is so mechanical and unthinking that it does not fl ow into 
and shape the rest of their lives, if their religion is dutiful or social or self- 
congratulatory rather than a source of narrative energy. Fundamentalist Chris-
tians who denounce unbelievers and vote as they are told by televangelists, but 
who seem otherwise untouched by Christian charity, lead inauthentic lives 
even though their religion is not coerced.

Authenticity and Objectivity

Th e modern phi los o phers who preach authenticity most energetically deny the 
possibility of objective values: they insist that value can be created only by 
imposing a human will on an ethically inert universe. But that assumption 
makes it diffi  cult to see why we should value authenticity at all. It might be 
said that some people just have a taste for authenticity. Th ey just want to im-
pose a narrative structure on their lives. But this seems unsatisfactorily lame. 
Our ethical responsibilities seem as categorical as our moral responsibilities: 
we think that authenticity is not a taste but a necessary virtue, that there is 
something wrong with an inauthentic life. We think that authenticity has 
objective importance; it is not just a taste some people happen to have.

Indeed, our common convictions assume something more, that we must 
seek the right values for our lives, the right narrative, not just any narrative. 
Otherwise we would be ethically free to choose any life so long as that life’s 
principle was coherent: a life of relentless, unmitigated indolence, for instance. 
Th e analogy to artistic value is useful  here again. We do count a work of art’s 
integrity as indispensable to its value, but we do not count integrity as a stand- 
alone value. Otherwise we could not distinguish banal monotony from the 
brilliant coherence of complexity. Th at is equally true in ethics. We seek coher-
ence in imposing a narrative on a life, but coherence endorsed by judgment, 
not just a coin fl ip. Nietz sche is sometimes taken to be a nihilist in value. But 
he had no doubt that some lives really are better than others. In fact he said he 
was aware of only three people whose lives  were truly great. One of them was 
himself.
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It must therefore seem mysterious why the champions of authenticity have 
been so anxious to reject the very intelligibility of objective value; why they 
present authenticity as a replacement for the objective values they insist are 
only myths. I suggested an explanation in the Just So story of Chapter 1. 
Enlightenment and post- Enlightenment phi los o phers inherited part of the 
metaphysics of the age of religion: they continued to think that values can be 
objective only if the best explanation of how people come to hold those values 
also certifi es the values as correct. Religion off ers to show values objective in 
that way, but the secular phi los o phers turned their backs on religion. Nietz-
sche said that God was dead, and others that they must do without God’s help. 
Th ey insisted that only naturalistic explanations are competent to explain 
why people hold the convictions they do, and they recognized that no such 
explanation could also vindicate those convictions. So they rejected all ob-
jective value.

But they could not deny the inescapable phenomenology of value in people’s 
lives. So they declared that it is we— human beings who long for value— who 
create that value for ourselves, by acts of will and fi at. Th is strategy fails because 
it does not redeem the phenomenology that inspires it. We do create our lives, 
but we do it aiming at value, not trying to invent it. Otherwise the struggle for 
authenticity these phi los o phers salute would be barren and pointless. We can-
not escape, in how we think, an assumption that value exists in de pen dent of 
our will or fi at. So though we follow these phi los o phers in celebrating authen-
ticity, we cannot accept their special form of external skepticism. Nor need we: 
once we break the supposed connection between the explanation and justifi ca-
tion of our convictions, we have no need for their failed strategy.

Th e Religious Temperament

For most people, living well requires a situated life: living appropriately to their 
circumstances— their own history, attachments, locality, region, values, and 
environment. E. M. Forster’s famous instruction— only connect— has its great-
est resonance in ethics. People want their lives to have the kind of point we give 
some event or act by fi nding its place in a larger story or work of art, as a scene 
is given point by the  whole play and an arc or diagnonal by the  whole painting. 
We cherish complexity of reference in poetry, painting, and music not just or 
even for instruction but out of a sense of the beauty of what is embedded rather 
than what is detached. We cherish it also in life. We might try to capture the 



dig n i t y  

importance of connection in the idea of ethical pa ram e ters: features of our situ-
ation, such as our po liti cal and national identifi cation, ethnic and cultural 
background, linguistic community, locality and region, religion, education, 
and associations that we can, if we wish, shape our life generally to embody 
and refl ect. People sometimes describe the importance of such connection by 
saying that their nationality or ethnicity or some other pa ram e ter has a claim 
on them.

People similarly situated will give these pa ram e ters diff erent orders of 
priority and will form diff erent ideas about how to live accordingly. However, 
the larger and denser the canvas which these pa ram e ters occupy, the more each 
is interwoven with others, the more point a life refl ecting these pa ram e ters 
can be seen to have. Th e most inclusive pa ram e ter of all, for many people, is 
their conception of the universe. Th ey believe, as they often put it, that the 
universe  houses some force “bigger than we are” and they want to live in some 
way in the light of that force. Th omas Nagel calls the desire for such a perme-
ating connection the “religious temperament.”

People who are religious in the orthodox way locate that force in their god. 
Some of them believe in Heaven and Hell and also in the power of their god 
as benefactor and disciplinarian even in this life. But many people who count 
religion as important in their lives have less instrumental connections in 
mind. Few of the Oxford chaplains and students who pray for the success of 
their college’s boat in the university races or the Siennese who take their con-
trada’s  horse to church before their Palio actually believe in divine interven-
tion, at least at this level of triviality. Th ey take these occasions as opportu-
nities to exhibit their religious convictions in the way they live.

Nagel describes a secular version of the same impulse. Even nonbelievers 
think, as he puts it, that the universe has a “claim” on us. Atheists too, he 
says, face this dramatic question: “How can one bring into one’s individual 
life a full recognition of one’s relation to the universe as a  whole?” He considers 
three responses. Th e fi rst is dismissive: it insists that nothing is missing from 
a life in which no such attempt is made. Th e second is humanist: it treats each 
individual life as an episode in the career of our species or, in a yet grander 
version, in the story of life evolving from its primitive beginnings. Th e third 
response is grander still: it places life, particularly human life, as itself part 
of the vastly larger story of the natural evolution of the universe. Th e un-
matched exhilaration of that grandest answer tempts even some atheists to 
suppose some secular trajectory of purpose in the universe, a trajectory in 



 e t h ic s

which life and therefore their lives provide a pivotal event: the birth of 
consciousness.

Two large questions arise. First, why should people fi nd value in this 
speculative aggrandizement of their individual lives? How do they benefi t by 
seeing their lives as either a celebration of a transcendent but indiff erent god 
or an event in an unconscious cosmic drama? Second, how can people shape 
their lives to record that aggrandizement? How can one bring it “into one’s 
individual life?” I just suggested an answer to the fi rst question. We want to 
live in a way that is not arbitrary but is salient, suited to our circumstances. If 
our circumstances include the background of a cosmic drama, then we re-
spond most appropriately by recognizing that noble background. Of course, 
we cannot think that the drama adds to the product values of our own lives. 
Our consciousness may be to the credit of the universe, perhaps its greatest 
achievement so far. But it is not our achievement. No, the value we think we 
fi nd in our connection with the universe must be adverbial, per for mance 
value. Recognizing our tiny role is part of living well.

Th at makes the second question— Nagel’s question— crucial. How can 
recognizing a secular cosmic trajectory change how we live? Less grand pa-
ram e ters can easily make a diff erence. Some Jews who are atheists neverthe-
less celebrate religious holidays and even observe rituals of diet and weekly 
ceremony. Th ey say that in that way they can belong, even without religion, 
to a cultural tradition they cherish. Th e second response Nagel identifi es, 
humanism, can also change how we live. It might give us a heightened 
interest in conservation and in fi ghting climate change. Nietz sche, in Nagel’s 
reading, insisted on a still more dramatic consequence: he urged us to replace 
conventional values with others, like power, that better refl ect our animal 
heritage and therefore better identify our place in evolution. Moral phi los o-
phers who speculate about human nature exhibit the same thirst for connec-
tion. No fact about how we are— about the natural phenomenon of human 
sympathy, for instance— can on its own yield any conclusion about how we 
should live. But the ethics of salience can provide a link. If there is such a 
thing as human nature, then living so as deliberately to express that nature is 
another avenue of connection to our situation, another way not to fall into an 
arbitrary life.

But what about the universe? We may be happy to learn that the appear-
ance of conscious beings, at our stage of the long cosmic story, was not a 
chance accident but rather part of an unfolding plan. But how can this dis-
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covery change how we live? Th e universe has no temple at which we can wor-
ship. Th e discovery can, perhaps, aff ect our lives in a way parallel to worship: 
it can increase the interest we take in science, particularly cosmology. People 
who believe that the universe has evolved according to principles, and that 
they are an achievement of that evolution, will presumably try hard to secure 
at least an outsider’s sense of what the best scientists now think, the way 
a great many people take an intense interest, now often commercially ex-
ploited, in their own family history. I believe, however, that the main ethical 
importance of the secular “force larger than we are” conviction, for most 
people, is not to provide a distinct way of living but rather to provide a de-
fense against the frightening thought that any way we live is arbitrary. If the 
universe just happens to be some way or other, if there is no purpose or plan 
at the most fundamental level of explanation, then it might seem absurd that 
we can give value to our lives by responding appropriately to more concrete 
pa ram e ters of our situation. How can we create any kind of value, even ad-
verbial value, by responding to a personal or even species history that is itself 
only the most arbitrary of accidents? Nagel ends his discussion in pessimism. 
If there is no fi nal order, he says, “since the cosmic question won’t go away 
and humanism is too limited an answer, a sense of the absurd may be what 
we are left with.”

But why? Suppose we think— as we have no reason not to think— that 
there is no point or purpose in the universe. Finally, at the distant end of the 
relentless discovery of unifying laws of nature, there are only facts— bare 
facts— about what there just was and is. We need not then ignore or dismiss 
Nagel’s cosmic question: we can answer it in that way. Of course it then 
would be absurd to try to live pretending to some great universal law. But 
what is absurd about living with no such pretense? If the value of living up to 
the universe is adverbial— if it is connection that counts— then why is it not 
as valuable to live up to the pointlessness of eternity, if the universe is point-
less, as to live up to its purpose if it has one? For it is not true that nothing 
makes sense or creates value unless there is universal sense and value. Even if 
there is no eternal planner, we are planners— mortal planners with a vivid 
sense of our own dignity and of good and bad lives that we can create or en-
dure. Why can we not fi nd value in what we create, in response to what there 
just happens to be, as we fi nd value in what an artist or musician makes? 
Why must value depend on physics? From this perspective, it is the assump-
tion that ethical value does depend on eternity, that it can be undermined 
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by cosmology, that seems absurd. It is just another in the endless string of 
temptations to violate Hume’s principle. But we have now touched issues 
among the deepest of moral and ethical philosophy. How vulnerable is 
value to science? What are the sources and character of absurdity? Turn to 
Chapter 10.



Two Th reats to Responsibility

I have been writing about responsibility in its various modes and forms, so 
far ignoring a view pop u lar among phi los o phers that there is no such thing. 
People are responsible for their acts only when they are in control of what 
they do— only, in the standard philosophical jargon, when they have and act 
out of a free will. You are not responsible for the injury when someone  else 
pushes you into a blind beggar or when a hypnotist makes you steal from the 
beggar’s cup. Many philosophers— millions of other people as well— believe 
that this apparently innocent observation is wholly destructive of at least 
large and central parts of ethics and morality. Th ey press what we might call 
the “no free will” challenge in the following form.

“People are never actually in control of their own behavior, even when it 
seems to them that they are. Th eir will is never free because their behavior is 
always caused by some combination of forces and events entirely beyond their 
control acting on their brains. It is never true that they could have done any-
thing  else but what they did. Indeed, people’s decisions are not only caused by 
prior events, but do not even cause the actions for which they think them-
selves responsible. Responsibility is therefore an illusion, and it is always in-
appropriate to hold people blameworthy or to punish them for what they do.”

10

Free Will and Responsibility
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It will be useful to name the diff erent phenomena I just mentioned. I use 
“decision” to describe the familiar conscious event we sense as deciding; I 
mean to include not just refl ective, thoughtful decisions we take after delib-
eration, but also the unrefl ective decisions we make minute- by- minute to 
continue what we are doing rather than do something  else. You took a refl ec-
tive decision when you decided to read this book, I assume, but I hope only 
unrefl ective ones to continue reading. I understand “determinism” to hold 
that every one of these decisions, refl ective as well as unrefl ective, is fully de-
termined by pro cesses and events that precede it and lie outside the control of 
the decider. “Epiphenomenalism” denies more: it denies that decisions even 
fi gure in the causal chain that ends in movements of nerve and muscle. It 
supposes that the internal sense of having decided to do something is only a 
side eff ect of the physical and biological events that have actually produced 
the behavior decided upon. Epiphenomenalists think, for instance, that the 
series of physical events that culminated in my typing the last word in this 
sentence began before I actually decided which word to type assiduously. It 
began while I was still, or so I thought, hesitating over my choice of words. If 
every conscious decision is only a side eff ect, then what ever part of me forms 
that decision, whether we call it my “will” or by some other name, can hardly 
be in charge of what happens. It is only the fraud of Oz, pulling levers and 
pluming steam to no eff ect whatsoever.

Determinism and epiphenomenalism may both be true: I am not compe-
tent to judge either of them as scientifi c theories. Neither has been demon-
strated to be true. Everything is possible. Every Tuesday brings fresh surprises 
about brain geography, physics, and chemistry, about potent alleles on neglected 
chromosomes, and about the interrelations among all these and our mental life. 
Every dinner party brings fresh speculation about the sexual reasoning of ba-
boons, the religious lives of chimpanzees, the reptilian brain beneath your cere-
brum, and the neo- Darwinian explanation of the trolley problem I discuss in 
Chapter 13. Our grandchildren had better be ready for anything.

Th e Issues

Th e free will challenge is probably the single most pop u lar philosophical is-
sue to have escaped the textbooks and entered pop u lar literature and imagi-
nation: it is the theme of earnest speculation everywhere. Th e philosophical 
literature is in itself vast and dauntingly complex. (Two particularly infl uen-
tial and contrasting positions are those of Th omas Nagel and Peter Strawson.) 
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Th is literature weaves together three groups of issues that we should take care 
to separate. We fi nd, fi rst, discussions of the causes and consequences of 
thought and action. Is all human behavior fully determined by prior events 
over which people themselves have no control? If not, is some behavior caused 
by random, chance physical or biological events over which, equally, people 
have no control? Or can some faculty of the human mind— the “will”— 
exercise a kind of purposeful agency that is not itself caused by anything but its 
own occurrence? I shall call these “scientifi c” issues, but many phi los o phers 
would regard this name as inappropriate. Th ey think that at least one of 
the questions I listed— whether a human will can act spontaneously as an 
uncaused cause— is a metaphysical question rather than one of biology or 
physics. Th omas Nagel fi nds the last hypothesis— that a complete explana-
tion of action can begin in an act of will with no prior physical or biological 
explanation— unintelligible. But he also fi nds it irresistible.

Th e literature also contains discussions of what is styled “freedom.” Under 
what circumstances is someone free to act as he wishes? Is his freedom com-
promised only when he is subject to some external constraint— only when he 
is tied up or locked up, for example? Or when he is mentally ill? Or when 
he cannot govern himself or control his appetites as he would wish? Or when 
he does not behave as right reason and true morality require? Or is his free-
dom illusory whenever his choices and behavior are inevitable, given prior 
events or forces beyond his control? Is he free, that is, only if and when his own 
will acts as the uncaused cause of his behavior?

Finally we fi nd discussions of our own topic: judgmental responsibility. 
When is it appropriate for someone to judge his own behavior critically and 
for others to judge him that way? When is it appropriate for him to feel pride 
or guilt, for example, or for others to praise or blame him? Whenever he acts 
rather than is acted upon? Whenever he makes decisions for himself rather 
than being, for instance, hypnotized? Or only when his will is the uncaused 
cause of his actions? Th ese questions about responsibility hang like swords 
over Chapter 9. I argued that people have a foundational ethical responsibil-
ity to live well, to make something of their lives, and that living well is a matter 
of making appropriate decisions over one’s life. But if no one is ever respon-
sible for his decisions, the idea of living well or badly makes little sense. No 
decision can ever make a life better or worse lived.

It is crucial now to notice the large logical space between the fi rst set of 
issues— the scientifi c or metaphysical questions that can be answered, if at 
all, only through empirical investigation or philosophical speculation— and 
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the last set, about responsibility, which are in de pen dent ethical and moral 
issues. Because Hume’s principle applies just as fi rmly in the ethical context as 
it does in the moral context of Part One, no conclusion about responsibility 
can follow directly from any answers we give to questions in the fi rst set. Any 
inference from the fi rst to the third set of issues requires a further evaluative 
premise. Th e literature of the free will problem has not, in my view, paid suf-
fi cient attention to this requirement— perhaps because phi los o phers assume 
that it is obvious which ethical and moral principles are available to bridge the 
gap. I believe that this is very far from obvious.

Th e second set of issues— about freedom— are not, however, in de pen dent 
of the other two groups. Th ere is no pertinent question about whether people 
are free that is not either the scientifi c or the ethical question in disguise. 
Some people use “freedom” simply to mean nondeterminism: people are not 
really free, they assume, unless determinism is false. Others use the word 
simply to mean responsibility: they say that people are or are not free when 
they mean that they are or are not judgmentally responsible for their actions. 
Neither of these ways of speaking is mistaken: it is not a linguistic mistake to 
say either that people are not really free because determinism is true or that 
people are really free, even if determinism is true, when they are subject to no 
external constraint. But talk of freedom in this context is unhelpful and often 
sponsors confusion. I propose not to discuss freedom much in this chapter, 
even though my subject is the free will controversy.

Classical discussions of free will and responsibility almost always begin in a 
moral rather than an ethical issue. Is it right to criticize someone  else for what 
he did when he was hallucinating or suff ering from some other mental disor-
der? Or if he had an unfortunate upbringing or acted under duress? Would it 
be fair to jail someone who committed a crime while acting under one or an-
other of these disabilities? Th ese questions and the anticipated answers prepare 
the way for the supposed impact of determinism. If everyone’s actions are de-
termined by forces beyond his control, in the way we think mentally ill people’s 
actions often are, then it is just as unfair ever to blame anyone as it is to blame 
the mentally ill. I propose to begin diff erently: by asking how and why people 
normally hold themselves responsible for what they have done, and why, in some 
circumstances, they do not and should not do so. I begin, that is, in ethics 
rather than morality. Th at diff erent tack brings this chapter into line with the 
general strategy of the book; it allows us to concentrate on something impor-
tant that the more classical approach tempts us to ignore. When we begin in the 
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fi rst rather than the third person, we pay more attention to how it feels to be 
confronted with a decision.

Th e Stakes

Chapter 6 distinguished modes and varieties of responsibility. We concen-
trated in that chapter on the virtue of responsibility; now we are concerned 
with one form of relational responsibility. Someone has judgmental responsi-
bility for an act if it is appropriate to appraise his act against critical standards 
of per for mance: of blame or praise. Further terminology will now be helpful. 
Th e literature of the free will problem divides phi los o phers into two camps. 
Compatibilists believe that full judgmental responsibility is consistent with 
determinism, and incompatibilists that it is not. Some incompatibilists are 
optimists: they believe that judgmental responsibility is genuine because they 
believe, as a matter of either science or metaphysics or both, that behavior is 
not always determined by past events beyond the agent’s control. Other in-
compatibilists are pessimists: they believe that all behavior is determined by 
past events and that it is therefore never appropriate to attribute judgmental 
responsibility to anyone. Can pessimistic incompatibilism be right?

It is important to notice, right from the start, that we cannot actually be-
lieve it. I do not mean only that we would fi nd it hard to believe the way 
someone might fi nd it hard to believe that a lover has betrayed him or that 
slavery was overall good for the slaves. You cannot be convinced, even intel-
lectually, that you are not responsible for your actions, because you cannot 
make any refl ective decision without judging which decision it would be 
better to make. You may be convinced, after you pass the beggar by, that you 
 were forever destined to ignore him. Nevertheless, as you approach him you 
cannot repeal either the thought or the fact that you have a decision to make. 
You cannot lift yourself above yourself just to watch how you choose. You 
must choose. You might pause, frozen in your tracks, to see what will happen. 
But then nothing will happen, and even then you have chosen to stop, and 
eventually you will choose to do something  else.

I repeat: you cannot choose, except in particularly banal matters, without 
supposing that there is a better and a worse choice for you to make; you can-
not choose, that is, without supposing that your choice is a matter appropri-
ate for self- criticism. You cannot wrestle apart the thought “What shall I do?” 
from the thought “Which decision would it be better for me to make?” Th is 
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need not be a matter of moral or even ethical criticism: it rarely is. You may 
criticize yourself on what you take to be purely instrumental grounds— Can 
you aff ord to give to every beggar you confront? But you will still be holding 
your choice to a normative standard, still considering what reasons you have 
to act one way or another, not treating your action as a tic or a cough.

After you choose, you might be able to treat your decision that way: you 
might insist, even to yourself, that because you  were destined to ignore the beg-
gar, you are not to blame and have nothing to regret in having done so. But the 
threatened conclusion, that you never have judgmental responsibility, claims 
more than that. It claims that your decision, like a cough you cannot stop, is 
immune from critical judgment from the start, and that is what you cannot 
believe as you act. In the fi rst person, deciding includes assuming judgmental 
responsibility; the connection is internal and in de pen dent of any premise about 
the causes of decision. Pessimistic noncompatibilism is not an intellectually 
stable position. It asks us to believe what we cannot believe. You may say: I can 
believe in pessimistic incompatibilism even though I do not act as if I believe it; 
I’m only pretending. Th at misses the point: there is no way to behave as if you 
did believe it, so no ground for attributing the belief to yourself.

What about third- person judgments? Could we continue to judge other 
people in the way we do if we accepted pessimistic incompatibilism? Phi los o-
phers normally focus, as I said, on third- person judgments: incompatibilists 
argue that if determinism is true, then it is wrong to blame or punish anyone 
for what he does; unfair, in Galen Strawson’s hyperbole, for God to send any-
one to hell. Th ey insist that this would not rule out any number of other 
ethical or moral judgments. It would still be possible, they say, to declare that 
a criminal has done something morally wrong even though he is not blame-
worthy for having done it. Or that he has a bad character. It would still be 
possible to think, they say, that someone has acted prudently or imprudently 
or that some states of aff airs are better than others. I believe all this is wrong. 
Morality is an integrated web of standards. It is not a collection of detachable 
modules, each of which can be eliminated, leaving the rest even more or less 
intact. Judgmental responsibility is the weft of all moral fabric.

If I cannot believe that I myself lack judgmental responsibility, even when 
I accept that my own actions are determined, I have no ground for supposing 
that anyone  else lacks judgmental responsibility just because his actions are 
determined. Some lawyers and criminologists insist that we must abandon 
traditional criminal law, with its apparatus of guilt and punishment, and 



f r e e  w i l l  a n d  r e s p on s i b i l i t y  

substitute only therapeutic treatment because people are never responsible for 
what they do. Th ey contradict themselves. If no one ever has judgmental re-
sponsibility, then offi  cials who treat accused criminals as responsible for their 
actions are not responsible for their own actions, and it is therefore wrong to 
accuse them of acting unfairly. Of course, it would then also be wrong of me 
to accuse the criminologists of acting wrongly in accusing the offi  cials of act-
ing wrongly, because the criminologists are not responsible either. And wrong 
of me to accuse myself of accusing them wrongly, because I am not responsi-
ble either. And so on. Th is recursive nonsense shows, even if nothing  else did, 
that we cannot believe the proposition on which it hinges, which is that we all 
lack judgmental responsibility for anything.

Th ere is yet a further diffi  culty. If determinism extinguishes our judgmen-
tal responsibility, then it must extinguish our intellectual responsibility as well. 
So we would act no more responsibly in declaring determinism true when we 
have read the literature, done the experiments, and refl ected for a de cade 
than if we had simply thrown dice and come up boxcars. If pessimistic deter-
minism is true, no one could responsibly think that he had made a wise deci-
sion in believing it. He had no choice but to believe it.

Six Billion Characters in Search of a Life

Th e Responsibility System

Th e fact that no one can actually believe pessimistic incompatibilism is not 
in itself much of an argument against it. We  can’t believe Zeno’s “proof” 
that an arrow never reaches its destination, but we need to explain why that 
proof is wrong. Perhaps we can fi nd no decent reason not to believe what we 
cannot believe; perhaps we are condemned to that kind of incoherence. As 
I said, there may be no consistent and interpretively satisfying theory of 
judgmental responsibility. But whether that is so depends on the ethical and 
moral issues we now begin to explore. No doubt the causes of our decisions 
do in some way aff ect our judgmental responsibility for those decisions. Th e 
question is, how? To repeat: we seek an ethical principle that defi nes the 
connection.

We should begin with our ordinary ideas about when judgmental respon-
sibility is extinguished or abated. Remind yourself of the ordinary economy 
of judgmental responsibility: the way you and others use the idea, day to day. 
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Deliberate behavior has an internal life: there is a way it feels deliberately to 
act. We intend to do something, and we do it. Th ere is a moment of fi nal deci-
sion, the moment when a die is cast, the moment when the decision to act 
merges with the action decided on. Th at internal sense of deliberate action 
marks the distinction, essential to our ethical and moral experience, between 
acting and being acted upon: between pushing and being pushed. We think 
that we are judgmentally responsible for what we do, but not for what happens 
to us: for driving too fast but not for being hit by lightning. Our more complex 
ideas about responsibility depend on refi nements of these crude ideas.

We distinguish the normal occasions in which people decide to act not 
just from those in which they are acted upon but also from those when they 
act under the control of someone  else, as in hypnosis or higher- tech forms of 
mind control, or when they are victims of certain forms of mental defi ciency 
or illness. We say, in the mind- control case, that the decision refl ects not 
their own judgment or intention but rather that of the mind- controllers. We 
say, in the mental defi ciency case, that though they acted on their own judg-
ment or intention, they nevertheless ought not to be held responsible, be-
cause they lacked some capacity essential to responsibility.

We distinguish two such capacities. First, to be responsible, people must 
have some minimal ability to form true beliefs about the world, about the 
mental states of other people, and about the likely consequences of what they 
do. Someone who is unable to grasp the fact that guns can harm people is not 
responsible when he kills. Second, people must have, to a normal degree, the 
ability to make decisions that fi t what we might call their normative personal-
ity: their desires, preferences, convictions, attachments, loyalties, and self- 
image. Genuine decisions, we think, are purposive, and someone who cannot 
match his fi nal decisions to any of his desires, plans, convictions, or attach-
ments is incapable of responsible action.

Th e responsibility system we have now briefl y summarized plays a crucial 
role in the ethical project described in Chapter 9. Living well is a matter of 
making the right decisions; how well we have lived is a matter of how far we 
did that. But not every decision counts: we do not count what we did before 
we gained the capacities the responsibility system makes prominent— the 
capacity to form true beliefs and to match our decisions to our values— or (if 
we are later in a position to identify these) decisions we made while we had 
lost those capacities. Th e latter decisions, at least, fi gure in the judgment of 
how good our lives have been. Any period of insanity or deep compulsive 
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obsession endangers the goodness of a life. But when we make the diff erent 
judgment whether someone has lived well or badly, we fi lter out these infi rm 
decisions. A person who is mentally incapacitated for substantially all his life 
has not, in the ethical sense, lived at all. Others pity him for the horribly 
damaged life he has endured, but they do not blame him or suppose that if he 
recovered in time he should blame himself.

When the responsibility system is described that abstractly, it seems un-
controversial; it is at least very widely accepted. Much of the system becomes 
controversial, however, when specifi ed in greater detail. People disagree, for 
instance, about whether someone is judgmentally responsible who is unable 
to resist impulses stemming from blind rage, or who is forced to act against 
his convictions by threats of grievous harm, or whose sense of right and wrong 
has been warped by watching violence on tele vi sion. A plausible theory of re-
sponsibility must explain the wide appeal of the abstract responsibility system 
and also explain when and why its details become controversial.

Two Conceptions of Control

Th e responsibility system embeds, hidden from view, ethical principles of the 
kind we seek— principles that connect the causes of our decisions with our 
responsibility for those decisions. Which principles are these? Th at is an in-
terpretive question of the kind by now familiar in this book. We need to ask: 
Which ethical and moral principles provide the best overall justifi cation of 
the system? It might be thought— I believe it is commonly thought— that 
the strongest argument for incompatibilism can be identifi ed in that way. We 
cannot justify our ordinary convictions about judgmental responsibility, on 
this story, except by making responsibility depend on the ultimate causes of 
an action.

We must test that claim. Join me in a speculative experiment. We have 
discovered that determinism makes sense and is true: every one of our thoughts 
and acts has been made necessary by prior events or forces or states of aff airs 
over which we had no control. In what way, if any, does that discovery under-
mine the point and sense of our responsibility system? We realize that our 
discovery cannot change the way we actually live. After the original shock, 
we fi nd we must live pretty much as before. We are then like characters in a 
play who know they are scripted but lack the script— a variation of the situa-
tion of Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search of an Author. We know we cannot 
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live but as our author, nature, has decided. But we must nevertheless live: we, 
like Pirandello’s characters, must still decide minute by minute what to do. 
We must still decide what the best reasons are and require.

Should we think ourselves absurd for carry ing on in that way, even if we 
 can’t help it? Are we then like cigarette addicts or alcoholics, unable to kick 
the responsibility habit? We might be tempted to that view of our situation— 
many phi los o phers have been tempted— by the following line of thought. 
Th e responsibility system shows that we have responsibility only when we are 
in control of our behavior. Only when we are in charge can we give or deny 
ethical value to our lives. Th at explains why our responsibility system ex-
empts acts under hypnosis or while we are insane. But if determinism is true, 
then we are never in control. So we can never create that kind of value, no 
matter how we act: we are only marionettes pretending that we are pulling 
the strings ourselves.

But this is too quick. Th is argument depends not just on the assumption 
that control is necessary to responsibility, but on a par tic u lar understanding 
of what control means. It supposes that someone is not in control when his 
decision is determined by external forces in the way determinism holds that 
all behavior is. I shall call this the “causal” sense of control, because it makes 
judgmental responsibility turn on the ultimate, originating historical causes of 
decision. We are in control when the causal chain that explains how we act 
travels back only to an impulse of our own will, not when it travels further 
back to past states and events that, together with natural laws, explain that act 
of will.

Th ere is an alternate understanding of what it means to be in control. On 
this diff erent view, an agent is in control when he is conscious of facing and 
making a decision, when no one  else is making that decision through and for 
him, and when he has the capacities to form true beliefs about the world and 
to match his decisions to his normative personality— his settled desires, am-
bitions, and convictions. Th is is the “capacity” sense of control.

Th e two senses of control provide two diff erent principles as candidate 
ethical foundations for the responsibility system: the causal control principle 
and the capacity control principle. Th e fi rst insists that causal control is es-
sential to responsibility; the second that capacity control is essential. Many 
philosophers— and many nonphilosophers— assume that the causal principle 
is obviously sound and the capacity principle just an evasion. But the diff er-
ence between the two principles is more profound. Th ey take very diff erent 
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views of the nature, point, and, as we might put it, the location of judgmental 
responsibility.

Th e causal principle views the question of responsibility from outside an 
agent’s own ordinary sense of his situation. It asks us to step back from our 
day- to- day life to try to see our situation as an all- knowing god might view it. 
It places our mental life in the context of the natural world; it asks us to try to 
explain our pro cesses of decision the way we explain the workings of our inter-
nal organs. It ties the ethical judgment of responsibility to the scientifi c judg-
ment of causation. Th e capacity principle, on the contrary, locates responsibil-
ity within the brackets of an ordinary life lived from a personal perspective. It 
makes an assumption of ethical in de pen dence: that our conscious decisions 
are, in principle, crucially and in de pen dently important in their own right 
and that their importance is in no way contingent on any remote causal expla-
nation. Even if we are Pirandello characters, our decisions are genuine facts 
and whether we live well depends on how good those decisions are.

Th e two principles are contradictory: we cannot assume that one is true 
without denying the other. We cannot defeat the capacity principle by appeal-
ing to the control principle. It would beg the question to say that the former 
cannot be right because people cannot be responsible for what they  were deter-
mined to do. Nor can we defeat the causal principle by appealing to the ca-
pacity principle. It would equally beg the question to argue that the control 
principle fails because the ethical importance of a decision depends on its cir-
cumstances, not its causal pedigree. We need denser arguments and these can 
only be interpretive.

I will off er an interpretive case for the capacity principle. In my view, it 
makes much better sense of the rest of our ethical and philosophical opinion. 
Th e causal principle, on the other hand, is an interpretive orphan: we can 
fi nd or construct no good reason why it should be part of our ethics. But ar-
gument may in the end be unavailing. Interpretation depends fi nally on 
conviction, and anyone’s choice between the two principles will probably re-
fl ect deeper attitudes and dispositions that lie beyond argument. In Chapter 
9 we encountered a very closely related issue: Is life absurd if the universe is 
accidental? Th at issue and the question of judgmental responsibility that we 
are now exploring seem to be mirror images of each other. Th ey both turn on 
the in de pen dence of ethics from science.

Whether a phi los o pher joins the compatibilist or incompatibilist camp 
turns on which of the two principles of control he adopts and therefore on 
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how far he thinks ethics is in de pen dent. Th e Greek dramatists assumed 
a form of the capacity principle; their heroes  were responsible even when the 
gods caused them to act as they did. Aristotle, Hobbes, Hume, and, among 
prominent contemporary phi los o phers, Th omas Scanlon, also accepted the 
capacity principle. Hume said that whether someone is in control depends 
on whether he could have acted otherwise if he had wanted to. Hume’s view 
is sometimes criticized by pointing out that if determinism is true, someone 
could not have wanted to do anything but what he did want to do. Th at 
misses his point: he was endorsing an ethically in de pen dent attitude. Scanlon 
has suggested what he called a “psychological” test of responsibility; he chal-
lenges “the incompatibilist” to explain why that test is not satisfactory. How-
ever, many contemporary phi los o phers assume that the causal principle is 
correct. Th ey think no one has judgmental responsibility when there is avail-
able in principle a full external causal explanation of what he wanted and did.

Th is deep contrast in opinion has, I believe, a further dimension. Th e idea 
of ethical responsibility I described in Chapter 9 rests on a fundamental 
assumption: that a human life can have value in the way it is lived. Th at as-
sumption seems to suppose that self- conscious creatures are special in the uni-
verse: that they are not just more of the homogenized physical stuff  that sur-
rounds them. But why are they special? Billions of people fi nd confi rmation of 
their special importance in religion. Th ey think a god gave us free will as a mi-
raculous act of grace. Or, if not, that at least our predestination is decreed not 
by a soulless mechanics but by a supreme intelligence who made us, alone, in 
his image. Enlightenment deism or atheism blocked that escape for most phi-
los o phers, however, even as Enlightenment physics magnifi ed the threat.

We might nevertheless hope for a diff erent kind of in de pen dence from the 
natural order. Th ere are two possibilities. We might hope that our decisions 
and acts actually are free of the causal transactions of the physical and bio-
logical world: that somewhere, perhaps only in a noumenal world, we have a 
free will, what ever that means. Th at hope encourages us to take up the exter-
nal perspective of the causal principle because it can be redeemed only there. 
But once we do, our hope becomes vulnerable to scientifi c discovery or meta-
physical skepticism. Or, on the other hand, we might think that the fact of 
our consciousness itself, together with the phenomenal challenge of lives to 
lead, itself gives us all the dignity we need or should crave. Th e universe may 
know what we will decide, but we do not. So we must struggle to choose, and 
on this view we do create value— the adverbial value of living well— just 
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through our choices. We might reinterpret the long existentialist tradition in 
philosophy, or at least extract what is most persuasive in it, through that second 
view of our dignity. It gives a diff erent and more plausible meaning to Jean- 
Paul Sartre’s declaration that our existence precedes our essence. Each of 
these two possibilities has its own emotional appeal. Which makes better 
sense of the rest of what we think?

Causal Control?

I emphasize yet again that the two contrasting principles— the causal and the 
capacity principles— are ethical, not physical or biological or metaphysical, 
principles. It is hardly obvious which better fi ts and justifi es our familiar re-
sponsibility system: each of them has been embraced by many distinguished 
phi los o phers. We must pursue our interpretive question at some length.

We begin with causal control. I am an adult, suppose, of normal intelli-
gence. I do not suff er from mental disease, and my decisions mainly correlate 
in the normal way with my preferences and convictions. I see a beggar on the 
street, and I wonder whether to give him something. I quickly rehearse rea-
sons for and against. He looks hungry; I won’t miss a dollar or two. He’ll 
spend it on drugs; I gave at the offi  ce. I decide against giving; I walk past. I 
assume that I am judgmentally responsible for my action, that it makes sense 
for me or others to blame me for stinginess or praise me for good judgment.

If the causal principle is correct, however, my assumption of responsibil-
ity is hostage to science or mystery. If my decision was causally determined 
by forces or events in place before I was born, then my sense of responsibility, 
however unshakeable, is only an illusion. If, on the other hand, my decision 
to walk past the beggar was uncaused by anything in the past, if it repre-
sented a spontaneous intervention in the causal order that fl owed from my 
brain to my legs, then my sense of responsibility is genuine: I am responsible. 
Th e causal principle might seem, at fi rst blush, to capture the essence of re-
sponsibility. If external forces made me do something, how can I be myself 
responsible for doing it? But in another respect the principle seems arbitrary, 
even at fi rst blush. How can the presence or absence of some physical or bio-
logical or metaphysical pro cess of which I cannot possibly be aware as I act, 
and that cannot possibly be revealed in any account, either introspective or 
observational, of the intentions, motives, convictions, and emotions with which 
I act, make any moral or ethical diff erence at all?
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Epiphenomenalism

Th e causal principle has two components: it denies responsibility if either 
determinism or epiphenomenalism is true. I begin with the second compo-
nent: we are responsible only if our decisions are causally potent. Assume that 
everything you do is initiated in your ner vous and muscular system before 
you make a decision to do it. All your decisions, from the simplest to the 
most complex and far- reaching, are only part of an after- the- fact documen-
tary fi lm playing on the screen of your mind: what you do causes your 
sense of having decided to do it, rather than the other way around. Th e hy-
pothesis is of course amazing. But what can it have to do with judgmental 
responsibility?

Responsibility is an ethical or moral matter: it attaches to fi nal decisions 
whether or not these are causally eff ective. We might say that someone who 
decides to injure someone  else, but whose decision is only epiphenomenal, is 
guilty merely of an attempt. He is trying with all his heart to do something 
bad. But he fails because his decision is not the cause of what happens. He 
wants to kill his rival, he decides to do so, the gun he is holding fi res, the rival 
dies. But it  wasn’t he who killed him; it was (we might say) only his pro-
grammed reptilian brain. So what? At least in this kind of case an attempted 
murder is morally as bad as a successful murder.

Lawyers like to invent cases like this one: A puts arsenic in B’s coff ee in-
tending to kill him, but just as B is about to drink, C shoots him dead. A is 
not guilty of murder but only of attempted murder. Nevertheless A is morally 
as much at fault as if he  were a murderer; that is the assumption that makes 
the lawyers’ question— why should A be punished less severely than C?— 
diffi  cult to answer. Lawyers discover or invent policy or procedural reasons to 
explain why attempted murder should be punished less severely than murder. 
We want to encourage people to change their minds at the last moment; we 
 can’t be sure that A  wouldn’t have warned B just before he sipped the coff ee. 
But these reasons of policy have no application  here. So why shouldn’t we 
say that the person who tries to kill his rival but fails, because his decision is 
not the cause but only an epiphenomenal consequence of his behavior, is never-
theless morally culpable? He is judgmentally responsible for having tried, for 
having done his best.

I agree that this comparison between the action of a single person and those 
of two distinct people is strange. It is strange to treat a person and his reptilian 
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brain as separate actors, the way we treat A and C in the lawyers’ imagined 
case. But that artifi cial bifurcation of a person is exactly what the causal control 
principle itself relies on. We normally treat people as  whole people: the same 
person who has a mind also has a brain, nerves, and muscles, and his acting 
involves all of these. Th e causal control principle separates mind from body, 
personifi es part of mind as an agent called the will, and then asks whether that 
agent actually causes the body it inhabits to act in a certain way or is only a 
fraud pulling levers disconnected from anything. It is an odd picture, and you 
may think the causal principle odd for that reason alone. If we accept the pic-
ture, however, we must hold the person- within- the- person responsible for what 
he has tried to do, unless we have some other reason for exempting him.

Determinism and Chance

I said earlier that we could not integrate the causal control principle with our 
other beliefs if we thought determinism true, because the principle would 
then contradict convictions of judgmental responsibility that we cannot dis-
believe. In fact the principle fi nds no basis in the rest of our convictions even 
if we assume that determinism is false or not generally true. Consider this 
fantasy. Imagine that determinism is false as a universal claim. People often 
make decisions caused only by an original act of will. Th ere are, however, 
exceptions. Sometimes people’s decisions are indeed only the result of past 
events and forces wholly beyond their control. But we know this only as a 
possibility sometimes realized. We have no statistics about how often it is 
realized. No one can tell the diff erence on any par tic u lar occasion: no one can 
know which of his decisions is original and which was determined. Th ey all 
seem, from the internal phenomenal perspective, free choices. It seems bizarre 
to suppose that you are responsible for some of your decisions but not others 
though no one can ever tell which. If you nevertheless accept the causal prin-
ciple, how are you supposed to criticize yourself, even after you act? You  can’t 
even think that you are probably responsible for the damage you caused. Or 
probably not.

One day a breakthrough produces an instrument that can identify which 
decisions  were determined and which not, though only through evidence not 
detectable until two weeks after the act in question. Two men are arrested for 
plotting and then executing a murder in cold blood; after lengthy police 
tests, the instrument declares that one of their wills, by a inscrutable mental 



 e t h ic s

spasm of some kind, initiated the causal chain that produced his crime, while 
the other’s act was determined from the beginning of time. Th at diff erence 
produced no diff erence in the way the two villains thought, plotted, or acted, 
and nothing but the new instrument could have detected it. Should the sec-
ond villain be freed and the fi rst jailed for life or executed? Th at seems ab-
surd: the hidden causal distinction seems too disconnected from anything 
we think should matter in a decision of that kind. Th e responsibility system 
does make distinctions in blameworthiness. But the qualities that lead us to 
excuse young children and mentally ill people are also qualities that aff ect 
their behavior and their lives, and our relations with them, in hundreds of 
other ways. People who lack the capacity to reason or properly to or ga nize 
their desires lead very diff erent lives from those who have those capacities. 
People who are hypnotized or whose brains are manipulated by mad scien-
tists have become subordinated to alien wills. For all such people, their lack 
of responsibility is a general status, not a haphazard piece of quantum whimsy.

If I am right that it would be crazy to make responsibility turn on what 
the instrument displays in my fantasy, then the causal principle must be wrong. 
It makes no diff erence how we change the fantasy. I might have supposed, 
not that everyone’s behavior is sometimes determined and sometimes not, 
but that some people’s behavior is always determined and other people’s be-
havior never is. It would make no ethical or moral sense to treat the two classes 
diff erently once an instrument had identifi ed their category. Because the 
causal control principle would seem arbitrary in these various diff erent cir-
cumstances, we cannot accept it as a sound ethical or moral principle. If the 
bare, brute fact of determinism does not undermine judgments of responsibil-
ity when that fact is randomly distributed, it cannot undermine them when it 
is pervasive.

Determinism and Rationality

Th e causal principle seems bizarre in a further way. People make decisions on 
the basis of their beliefs and values. Th ese are the ingredients of a rational 
decision. But we do not have the kind of control over our beliefs and values 
that the causal principle demands for the decision itself. You  can’t choose 
your beliefs about the world by an act of free will. On the contrary, you hope 
that your beliefs are determined by how the world is. Nor can you just choose 
your values: your tastes, preferences, convictions, allegiances, and the rest of 
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your normative personality. I argued in Chapter 4 that our moral convictions 
are not caused by moral truth: the causal impact hypothesis is false. If it  were 
true, however, then our convictions would of course be caused by something 
outside us— moral fact— not an originating will inside. If it is false, as I believe, 
then any competent causal explanation of convictions must lie in the kind of 
personal history I described in that chapter, which means that a complete 
explanation would include not only facts about a person’s genes, family, cul-
ture, and environment but also the causes of these: it would include the laws 
of physics and chemistry and the history of the universe. Th is is even more 
evidently true of our tastes, desires, and preferences. We cannot create these 
from nothing by some act of will.

Yes, to some degree people are able to infl uence their preferences and con-
victions. We struggle to like caviar or sky diving or to become better people by 
enrolling in churches or extension philosophy courses. But we do this only be-
cause we have other convictions or preferences or tastes we did not choose. 
People try to train themselves to like caviar or skiing because for a variety of 
reasons they desire to be the kind of people who do like them, and they did not 
choose to have that desire. Th ey join churches or self- help groups to acquire or 
strengthen convictions they already want to have. Th e responsibility project I 
described in Chapter 6 requires people to try to work their various convictions 
into a coherent and integrated  whole. But these eff orts at integrity respond to 
still deeper aspirations that we do not originate by any act of will either, and 
they are, sadly, often frustrated by what we fi nd we just cannot believe.

Th e fact that we cannot just choose what to believe or want makes the 
causal control principle ethically and morally otiose. If I am rational, I choose 
as my beliefs and desires directly; in that sense my decision is caused by factors 
beyond my control, even if I have free will. Why should I then be thought 
more responsible if I had the power to act irresponsibly— that is, contrary to 
my beliefs, convictions, and preferences? Th e causal principle is off ered, re-
member, as an interpretation of the more abstract principle that people are 
liable to praise or blame only when they are in control of their own behavior. 
Someone who acts irrationally is not in control, and it therefore seems per-
verse to insist that a person is not in control unless he has the power to lose 
control. We might as well say that a society isn’t free if it  doesn’t allow people 
to sell themselves into slavery.

Galen Strawson is right: causal control over actual decisions cannot pro-
vide judgmental responsibility on its own. “To be truly morally responsible 
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for what you do,” he declares, “you must be truly responsible for the way you 
are— at least in crucial mental respects.” Because we cannot be responsible 
for the way we are in these respects, he concludes, responsibility is an illusion, 
whether or not determinism is true. Strawson’s premise is inescapable and 
important. If the key to judgmental responsibility is causal control, then we 
are not responsible unless we can freely choose the beliefs and preferences that 
are the ingredients of our decisions, as well as the decisions themselves. But he 
draws the wrong conclusion. We should rather conclude that the causal con-
trol principle is false. We are responsible (if we are) because what we believe is 
at least in large part fi xed by how things are. We could not be responsible if 
what we believed was just up to us, if we could whimsically decide for our-
selves which beliefs would take root in our minds.

Nor would we be responsible if we could freely choose which convictions 
to adopt or preferences to embrace. We would then have no ground for any 
choice we made. If we supplied a reason for our choice, that would simply 
raise a further question of justifi cation— why did we choose that par tic u lar 
desire or that par tic u lar conviction?— and so backward into infi nity. We must 
just have ultimate convictions and tastes that we cannot abandon by fi at, to be 
capable of rational action. Once again the causal control principle ends not by 
defi ning, but by undermining, the conditions of responsibility.

Psychological and Metaphysical Impossibility

Suppose determinism is false. People’s decisions are for the most part causally 
downstream of original acts of their will. Th e causal control principle holds 
that they are therefore responsible for what they do. But the familiar phe-
nomenon of psychological impossibility remains. Martin Luther speaks psy-
chological truth when he declares that he can do no other than declare his 
new faith before the world; Mother Teresa is incapable of a selfi sh thought or 
action; Stalin is incapable of a generous or noble one. Commentators some-
times say that people have put themselves in that situation by prior deliberate 
decisions. Mother Teresa may have squashed any selfi sh thought she had un-
til she no longer had any. But that is not necessarily (or, I think, even usually) 
so. Someone who was born into and grew up in a rigid military environment 
may never have been capable of shirking disagreeable or dangerous duty; 
someone born into a fundamentalist religious family or into a resentful and 
mistreated minority may never have been capable of acts that seem natural to 
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others. We say that these people’s character makes it psychologically impos-
sible for them to act, in certain instances, other than as they do.

If we are tempted by the causal principle, we must decide whether this 
kind of psychological impossibility negates judgmental responsibility so that 
though we may blame ordinary po liti cal leaders for their infrequent acts of 
cruelty or tyranny, it would be wrong to blame anyone so double- dyed in evil 
as Stalin, and though it would be right to praise generally selfi sh people for 
their occasional acts of generosity, it would be wrong ever to praise someone 
so instinctively good as Mother Teresa. Th is seems implausible. But if we 
therefore decide that psychological impossibility does not count, so that we 
can praise or condemn Stalin and Mother Teresa as we do everyone  else, then 
the causal principle seems arbitrary in a diff erent way. We must be distin-
guishing between psychological and some other kind of inevitability— call it 
metaphysical. We must think that someone’s will can be the uncaused cause 
of his actions in spite of the fact that his character, formed by events wholly 
beyond his control, makes it impossible for him to act other than as he 
does. But that only off ers another puzzle. If inevitability is what defeats 
the ethically important kind of control, then the source of the inevitability 
shouldn’t matter. If inevitability does not in itself defeat the ethically and 
morally important kind of control, then why would metaphysical inevitabil-
ity defeat it?

Th e Responsibility System

Th e causal control principle has what might appear to be roots within the 
pop u lar responsibility system I described. We are not responsible when some-
one pushes us or manipulates our mind through hypnosis or chemical or 
electrical intervention. Th at is understandable; these are not our acts. But we 
are also not responsible when we are small children or seriously mentally ill. 
It might seem an important strength of the causal principle that it identifi es 
and justifi es all these exceptions. Indeed, the familiar pessimistic argument 
that I described at the outset begins with that claim. Pessimistic incompati-
bilists argue that if we accept that mentally ill criminals should be excused 
because they are not responsible, we must for that reason accept that no one is 
ever responsible, because everyone is actually in the same position. People 
who are mentally ill are not in control of their behavior, but neither are people 
whose actions are caused entirely by events and laws beyond their control.
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Th e structure of that familiar argument is important. It is addressed to 
people who think that they and other people are normally judgmentally re-
sponsible for what they do, but who also assume that children and the men-
tally ill, among others, are not. It aims to show such people that they already 
accept the causal control principle. “You assume,” it tells them, “that there 
are crucial diff erences between your normal situation and that of children and 
the mentally ill. Th e causal control principle captures what you must take the 
crucial diff erence to be. You must think that in these exceptional cases people’s 
decisions are caused by events they could not control, while in the normal 
cases people’s acts of will initiate the causal chain that ends in action. We 
now show you, by demonstrating the truth of determinism, that your own 
decisions are never original in that way but are always the product of events 
wholly beyond your control.” Th e strategy assumes that the distinction ordi-
nary people see between normal and exceptional cases is best explained as a 
diff erence in causal paths: they think that decisions in the exceptional cases, 
but not in normal cases, are causally determined by past events over which the 
agent had no control.

But that cannot be what ordinary people think. Th ey do assume that they 
are responsible for their decisions and that young children and the mentally 
ill are not. But the causal control principle cannot be, for them, what justifi es 
that distinction. Consider fi rst young children. Se nior citizens make deci-
sions that give eff ect to their beliefs, desires, and preferences. We have no rea-
son to think that young children, who certainly make decisions, make them 
in any other way. We therefore have no basis for ascribing a diff erent internal 
agency or cause of decision to them. What ever view we take about the freedom 
of an adult will must therefore hold for a young child as well. But of course 
there is a diff erence: it is the diff erence that the rival interpretation of the re-
sponsibility system, the capacity control principle, picks out. Young children 
have a defective capacity, judged by normal adult standards, to form correct 
beliefs about what the world is like and about the consequence, prudence, 
and morality of their doing and having what they want. Th ey are often igno-
rant of “the nature and quality” of their acts. It is these incapacities, not any 
assumption about the causal pedigree of their decisions, that strikes people as 
requiring that children be relieved of some or all judgmental responsibility.

Now consider someone suff ering from a serious mental disease: he thinks 
himself Napoleon or God, and he also thinks that this identity entitles or 
even requires him to kill or steal. He lacks the normal capacity to form be-
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liefs that are guided by facts and logic. He is crazy, and the familiar responsi-
bility system holds him exempt from judgmental responsibility for that reason. 
But there is no reason to suppose that his decisions have either less or more 
initiating power than they would have had if he  were not crazy. Like normal 
people, he acts in a way that is fully predictable, given a full knowledge of his 
beliefs and normative personality. True, we fi nd it natural to say that his dis-
ease has made him kill, which might suggest something special about the 
pedigree of his decisions. But that is only a fi gure of speech. Taken literally it is 
absurd. We speak more accurately when we say that the disease has distorted 
its victim’s judgment. But then, once again, we are invoking the capacity, not 
the causal, principle to justify the exception.

Now consider a diff erent form of mental disease: someone who though he 
has normal powers to form true beliefs, and though he is committed to unex-
ceptional moral, ethical, and prudential convictions, nevertheless constantly 
makes fateful decisions that contradict all those convictions. Instances range 
from psychopaths— the killer who begs society to catch him before he kills 
again— to the physiological or psychological addict, the smoker or shooter or 
alcoholic or compulsive hand- washer who is desperate to stop but cannot. I 
distinguish these unfortunates from people who have been hypnotized into 
behavior they would reject or whose minds are manipulated by a villain with 
a thought- control ray gun. I do not know what it feels like to be hypnotized, 
and no one knows what it feels like to have his impulses zapped into being. 
I shall assume, however, that people in those latter cases do not make what I 
called fi nal decisions: real, felt decisions that merge into the actions the deci-
sions contemplate. Th eir behavior is like a cough or other production of their 
autonomic ner vous system. Th ey do not act, and so their behavior raises no 
question of judgmental responsibility. (If I am wrong, then their cases raise 
the same problem as those of the ill people I discuss.) I do suppose, however, 
that psychopaths and addicts make fi nal decisions: to kill or to light or shoot 
up. Would it make sense for ordinary people, who take themselves to be re-
sponsible for their acts, to excuse psychopaths or addicts because of some 
perceived diff erence in the causal genesis of their own and their decisions?

We ordinary people, who believe that we are responsible for what we do but 
that psychopaths and addicts are not, concede that we ourselves are some-
times unable to overcome temptations of various sorts: we sometimes decide 
to do what our refl ective values condemn as imprudent or wrong. We might or 
might not deliberate much; we might or might not struggle. But temptation 



 e t h ic s

wins. We say, “Just this once” or “Th e hell with it,” and we light up or order 
steak and fries. We do not think that on these occasions we have been hypno-
tized or zapped; we do not think our wills have been robbed of their ordinary 
originating power. We think, on the contrary, that the state of our wills is to 
blame: we say we have been weak- willed, and we resolve not to sin again. We 
count the occasion as showing, not a conquest of our minds by some alien 
force, but a failure of our mind’s ordinary capacity to or ga nize and direct our 
refl ective convictions.

We can fi nd no reason, in this account of our own lapses, to think that an 
addict’s situation is an entirely diff erent matter rather than only diff erent in 
degree. We have no reason to suppose that some alien force has usurped the 
role of the addict’s will, either. We may say that because he yields even though 
he knows that the result will be disastrous, he is very much weaker than we 
are. He is in fact incapable of controlling his immediate impulses; perhaps, in 
the moment of acting, he is even incapable of understanding his peril. But 
then we are not assuming that the causal path of mental events distinguishes 
his case from ours. We count the diff erence between us and him as one of ca-
pability and therefore of degree. Th at latter explanation does not invoke the 
causal control principle; it makes no assumption, either way, about determin-
ism or epiphenomenalism.

Summary: Causal Control?

I must fi rst make clear what my argument is not. I started this discussion by 
noticing that pessimistic incompatibilism would require us to abandon practi-
cally the entire body of our ethical and moral convictions and practice; so 
much that we could not, I said, actually believe it. It might therefore be tempt-
ing to say that no matter how strong the arguments are for the causal control 
principle, we must reject it just for that reason. Th at has not been my argu-
ment. I have rather tried to show that there are no arguments for the causal 
principle: nothing that we need to sweep under a carpet and try to forget.

Th e causal control principle is an ethical or moral principle, so any argu-
ment for it must be interpretive. It does not just follow from any scientifi c or 
metaphysical discovery: that is the lesson of Part One. It can fi nd support 
only in other moral and ethical principles. But it is supported by none of 
them. It is contradicted by the principle that people are responsible when 
they attempt harm, even when the attempt is unsuccessful. We can fi nd no 
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moral or ethical explanation why, if some acts are caused by external circum-
stances and others are not, an agent should be responsible for the latter but 
not the former. Nor why it matters whether a fi nal decision is uncaused by 
external forces when all the factors that make any decision rational— the be-
liefs and value on which it is based— are clearly caused by external forces. 
Th e principle is also contradicted by the practices that allow us to praise or 
blame people who are psychologically unable to act otherwise. Nor does the 
ordinary responsibility system we identifi ed presuppose, as many phi los o-
phers suppose it does, the causal principle. On the contrary, that principle 
cannot explain the cardinal features of that system. So we do not reject causal 
control because, though the best arguments support it, we  can’t believe it. We 
reject it because no argument supports it. As I said, a great many phi los o phers, 
including some very distinguished ones, nevertheless do accept it. Th ey report 
a “robust intuition” that we cannot be responsible for an action unless we are 
the fi rst cause of that action. But that claim presupposes rather than argues for 
the control principle; it off ers nothing  else by way of a link between ethics and 
science. Intuitions are not arguments.

It does not follow that the second principle I distinguished, the capacity 
control principle, is automatically preferable as an interpretation; perhaps we 
can make no good sense of that principle either. But the failure of the causal 
principle prepares us for a more sympathetic inspection of that alternative. 
Our original conviction that responsibility depends on control now seems it-
self at stake. Perhaps the capacity principle can make it more intelligible.

Capacity Control

Th e Inescapable Importance of Decision

Can we do a better or worse job of making decisions even if, unknown to us, 
the decisions we make are inevitable? I believe we can. Another fantasy. Th e 
paint er begins on a giant canvas. He dreams and imagines. He sketches, draws, 
paints, rubs out, paints over, despairs, smokes, drinks, returns, paints violently, 
stands back, sighs, lights up. He is done. His canvas is exhibited; we adore it 
and we celebrate him. Th en a guru in the Arctic Circle calls a press conference. 
He unveils an exact replica of the great painting; newly sophisticated dating 
techniques prove that it was created a second before our artist began his own 
work. Th e guru explains that he has an instant painting machine directed by a 
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powerful computer at whose disposal he has placed an exact description of 
every event since the beginning of time, including, of course, information 
about the artist’s various abilities, his convictions about greatness in art, and his 
beliefs about the tastes of rich collectors. We are amazed.

But do we value the artist’s eff orts or achievement less? Before the press con-
ference we valued what he did because we admired the way he made the many 
thousands of large and small decisions that ended in the wonderful picture. He 
made those decisions splendidly. None of that has changed; our amazing dis-
covery cannot have cheapened the worth of a single brush stroke. Th ey remain 
his decisions; he made them self- consciously with no guidance from any of the 
guru’s information. We praise the artist for those decisions. We are not praising 
some internal homunculus person— his “will”— who made him do it.

Of course, if we discovered that he had in some way cheated— employed 
some other artist and taken the credit— we would not have praised him. Th e 
decisions we praise would not then have been his. But predictability itself 
cannot cheapen achievement. Th at explains why Mother Teresa and Stalin 
 were responsible for what they did. A sharp- eyed critic discovers a few square 
inches in the artist’s canvas that the replica did not replicate exactly. Th e guru 
interrogates his machines and checks his base of information. No mistake 
was made. Th e artist has free will after all! We do not suddenly value his 
achievement more, however. Perhaps he would have painted better if he had 
done exactly what the machines predicted.

We fi nd, in this fantasy, the same account of the per for mance value of a 
work of art as we identifi ed in Chapter 9. Th is lies in an artist’s own creative 
decisions and not in any more remote causal account of those decisions. Now 
we apply the same account, as we did there, to a more embracing creative ca-
reer: your living your life and trying to live it well. Th e value you achieve in 
that larger career also depends on the character of your decisions, not their 
remote ancestry. It does not matter whether your decisions  were fi xed by the 
world’s history or initiated in some spontaneous festering of neural molecules. 
Th e remote natural etiology of your decisions is irrelevant to the per for mance 
value or disvalue these decisions create.

Th e struggle I described in Chapter 6, to create integrity among our 
convictions, is part of the unfolding drama of self- conscious life. If all our 
decisions are determined, then so are these. Th at does not make integrity less 
crucial to our ethical success. Is it an objection to this entire line of thought 
that it makes us judgmentally responsible for our character even though we 
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did not choose our character? Strictly speaking, it makes us responsible for 
our decisions, not our character. But of course decisions fl ow from character. 
So, yes, we are responsible for our character. If this  were not so— if we treated 
character as the good or bad luck someone has had— there would be no per-
son left whose luck that could be. I cannot excuse my indolence, or you your 
impatience, because neither of us chose to have these qualities. But can we be 
responsible for what we have not chosen? Yes. Th e causal control principle 
denies that we can, but it is mistaken. Handicaps and accidents are diff erent 
precisely because they do not refl ect character. As we shall see in Chapter 16, 
that diff erence matters to distributive justice.

An Ethical Justifi cation for Exemption

Th ese are the assumptions— about character, decision, and per for mance value 
in living— that we need in order to explain why we have judgmental responsi-
bility for our decisions generally. Now we confront a diff erent question. Why 
do we not have responsibility for all our decisions? What justifi es the excep-
tions our responsibility system recognizes? I argued that, contrary to fi rst 
impressions, the causal control principle cannot justify these exceptions. We 
must now ask whether the alternative understanding of control, the capacity 
principle, provides a better justifi cation.

I cannot deny, as I write a paragraph or end a love aff air, that I must count 
my act in any overall self- assessment. But we do exempt certain decisions 
from counting, when we think we have good reason to do this. We can do 
this for other people as they act and for ourselves in retrospect. Which deci-
sions, if any, should we exclude? What screening fi lters would be justifi ed? 
We cannot screen out decisions just because we regret them; that would alto-
gether erase the possibility of living well. But we do have reason to adopt a 
much less forgiving fi lter. Often in various contexts we distinguish between 
doing a job badly and not being able to do it at all. A blind person does not 
read badly. We must see the responsibility system in that light. Th e capacity 
principle describes capabilities we believe someone must have if he is sensibly 
to be judged successful or unsuccessful in his eff ort to live well.

Bernard Williams pointed out that a screening fi lter can be constructed in 
various ways; the combination refl ected in Greek literature was, he believed, 
very like our own, but in certain important ways diff erent. We treat even 
temporary insanity as negating responsibility, but Sophocles’ Ajax thought 
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himself responsible for his stupid slaughtering of cattle, even though Athena 
made him do it by making him mad. Th e capacity principle holds, instead, 
that someone lacks control in the pertinent sense when he has insuffi  cient ca-
pacity to form true and pertinent beliefs about the world in which he acts, or 
to match his decisions to his normative personality. Th at principle therefore 
provides a diff erent screening fi lter. We must judge whether it is a better one 
by asking whether it refl ects a better conception of adverbial ethical value.

People have these two capacities to very diff erent degrees. Almost any sci-
entist is better at forming true beliefs about the physical world than I am, and 
someone who is less impulsive is better at conforming his decisions to what he 
actually thinks good for him to have or do. Th e capacity principle supposes a 
threshold level of these capacities, and much of the argument among lawyers 
and laymen about when it is proper to hold someone responsible for his behav-
ior is actually argument about where that threshold should be set. It is a virtue 
of the capacity principle that it shows these disputes to be ethical rather than 
psychological in character. Th ey turn on micro value judgments that people 
who accept the capacity principle in the abstract will make diff erently.

In some cases, however, failure in one of the other of the capacities is egre-
gious and undeniable, and we should concentrate fi rst on those cases. An id-
iot cannot form a large enough stock of stable true beliefs about the world to 
make his life safe, let alone profi table; he lacks the minimum level of the fi rst 
capacity. Someone with serious frontal lobe brain injury may be wholly un-
able to avoid aggressive and violent behavior, even though nothing he thinks 
or wants or approves recommends that behavior. Th e capacity principle holds 
that the idiot and the victim of serious brain damage are not judgmentally 
responsible for the decisions that manifest these incapacities. Th e principle does 
not deny that an agent’s other incapacities, properties, or situation may also be 
grounds of exemption. (I consider some candidate examples toward the end of 
this chapter.) But we concentrate now on those incapacities that the capacity 
principle recognizes.

How can we justify these incapacity exceptions? Th ey assume a more basic 
ethical conviction: that living well means creating not just a chronology but 
a narrative that weaves together values of character— loyalties, ambitions, 
desires, tastes, and ideals. No one creates a narrative of perfect integrity: we 
all act, as we say, out of character sometimes. Many people’s lives, judged as 
narratives, are picaresque or even a shambles— Hubbard’s “one damned 
thing after another” or Millay’s “one damn thing again and again.” But just 
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for that reason those lives are not lived well, no matter how full of worldly 
success they turn out to be, unless they are redeemed by a new, late- in- life 
integrating interpretation or by conversion to a new integrity. Our responsi-
bility system refl ects that— at least to me— attractive ethical judgment.

In this light, the fi rst capacity seems indispensable. Creating a life requires 
reacting to the environment in which that life is lived; a person cannot sensi-
bly be treated, or in retrospect treat himself, as creating a life unless he can 
form beliefs about the world that are largely responsive to how the world is. 
People whose senses are impaired in some way, or who have had an unsatis-
factory education, may be able to compensate enough to form mainly correct 
beliefs about their immediate environment. But an idiot or someone who 
thinks he is Napoleon or that pigs can fl y lacks that minimal ability. Phi los-
o phers sometimes ask you to imagine that you are only a disembodied brain 
in a nutrient vat, comprehensively deceived by a master intelligence into think-
ing that you are an embodied bipedal organism living on a planet Earth. If 
that  were true, then you would not be leading a life. Assuming that we are not 
brains in a vat, almost all of us have the epistemic capacity we need for most 
of our lives. But from time to time some of us lack or lose that normal ability 
in one way or another, and then our judgmental responsibility for what we do 
is called into question.

Th e second capacity is regulative; it seems essential as well. If I am to re-
spond to the challenge of living well, I must have the capacity to match my 
decisions to a sense of what living well would mean. My personality has been 
molded by forces gathered in my personal history; these have shaped my per-
sonality, but they do not limit my ability to match my decisions to the person-
ality they have shaped. It destroys that capacity, however, when others take 
over my decision- making capacity to serve their own ends: when I am hypno-
tized or governed through electrodes implanted in my brain. Th at usurpation 
disconnects my decision from my personality, so that it is at best an accident 
when these match. It is therefore sensible that when I ask how well I have lived, 
I distinguish between what I did when I had the capacity to refl ect my own 
desires and convictions in my decisions and what I did when I lacked that 
capacity. I take responsibility only for the former. Some people are in that 
position temporarily or even over extended periods of their lives, not because 
others have stolen their capacity to shape their behavior to their own person-
ality, but because they lack the capacity in themselves. A beginning infant does 
not make decisions at all, I suppose. A very young child does, but he does not 
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have the cognitive or critical ability needed to match his decisions to any self- 
consciously recognized ambitions or desires. Th e victims of severe mental 
disease I described earlier— the killers who beg to be caught— are in the same 
case. Indeed, mental illness may savage either or both of these judgmental 
capacities; serious loss of either might be a defi ning condition of mental dis-
ease. Th e history of the insanity- defense debate that I describe briefl y later 
in this chapter shows a pendulum swing between a strict doctrine that re-
quires loss of epistemic capacity and a more generous doctrine that also makes 
regulative capacity critical.

Th e Moral Application

We have now constructed an ethical justifi cation of the capacity principle. 
Th e principle functions as a moral as well as an ethical principle, however. In 
that diff erent role it plays no direct part in anyone’s judgment of how well he 
or anyone  else has led his life; instead it serves, among other purposes, as a 
threshold condition for blame and sanction. We must therefore ask what justi-
fi cation we have for exporting the principle from the ethical to the moral 
arena in that way. It is a central demand of self- respect, I argued in Chapter 
9, that we must not only take personal responsibility for making something 
of our own lives but also treat the principle that requires this as an objective 
principle of value. In the next chapter I argue that this means recognizing and 
respecting the same responsibility in others. Th at requirement cannot be 
met— we cannot be treating the principle of personal responsibility as having 
objective standing— unless we understand personal responsibility to have the 
same character and dimension for everyone. So we must give that principle 
the same character and force in morality that it has in ethics.

I rely on the capacity principle in criticizing myself; in deciding whether it is 
appropriate to feel shame or guilt or only deep regret for some decision I wish I 
had not taken. I hold myself responsible unless I am satisfi ed that I lacked some 
capacity essential to responsibility when I took that decision. What justifi ca-
tion can I have for using a diff erent— stricter or more lenient— standard for 
judging the guilt of someone  else? Using a diff erent standard would mean judg-
ing him as I refuse to judge myself. It would be an act of disrespect to him.

We have already met a dramatic form of that failure. Some criminologists 
say that because science has shown that no one has free will, it is wrong to 
punish anyone for anything. We should treat those we now style criminals 
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medically rather than as criminals, hoping to reprogram rather than punish 
them. Th is declaration supposes that “we” have responsibility that other peo-
ple lack, that we can judge ourselves to act wrongly while we can only judge 
everyone  else to act dangerously or incon ve niently. Most people have a strong 
negative reaction to the proposal that outlaws should be treated medically 
rather than punished criminally. Th ey think that this would dehumanize out-
laws. Th ey sense, I believe, that this proposal fails the cardinal requirement 
that we treat responsibility in others as we treat it in ourselves.

Illusion?

I have neglected epiphenomenalism for several pages. Of course, in judging 
the merits or demerits of our fi nal decisions, we and others pay great atten-
tion to the consequences that we foresee, or ought to foresee, of acting as we 
decide to act. But, strictly speaking, that attention presupposes no causal ef-
fi cacy. It presupposes only what logicians call material implication. If I decide 
to pull the trigger, someone will die without the intervention of any other 
agent; if I do not, he will not. I can know the truth of such conditionals from 
my experience, without making any assumption about the causal force of my 
decision on the muscles that pull my trigger fi nger back. Th e conditionals are 
consistent with epiphenomenalism as well as determinism. Th ey are also con-
sistent, of course, with denying both.

Th e capacity principle makes exceptions for what it treats as pathological 
cases: it conditions judgmental responsibility on the capacities of the agent. But 
these are not causal conditions. Th e principle makes capacities crucial to re-
sponsibility, not because normal people have wills that are in charge while a 
child or an idiot or a madman does not, but because it sets conditions on re-
sponsibility with an eye to the overall ethical responsibility to live well. It de-
clares that assignment in play only when a person is capable of pursuing the 
assignment. A toddler or idiot or madman makes decisions, and makes them, 
perhaps, with some sense of responsibility for them. But he should reject judg-
mental responsibility for those decisions later, when he grows or if he recovers, 
and the rest of us should reject them now. We think— and the toddler, at least, 
will later come to think— that it would be right not to count those decisions in 
deciding how well he has lived. If we accept the capacity principle as the ethical 
basis for our responsibility system, we can await the latest discoveries about the 
electrodynamics of our brains with boundless curiosity but no terror.
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Th ere is no delusion in this story. Nothing in my description of the role the 
capacity principle plays in fi xing or denying responsibility makes any ultimate 
causal assumptions at all. No doubt many people who accept the responsibil-
ity system do believe that determinism and epiphenomenalism are both 
wrong: in fact, absurd. Th ey believe that it has not already been decided what 
they will think best to do; that this is a matter of their spontaneous manufac-
ture  here and now. But whether that further thought is coherent or not, it 
plays no part in our story. We are not like the brains fl oating in a vat. Th ey live 
in complete ignorance of their situation; they have no way to discover it. Th ey 
wholly lack the capacity to form beliefs based on evidence. Most of us have 
that capacity in ample degree; indeed, we are now supposing that we have the 
capacity even to discover that all our decisions are determined by ancient 
events. We are not in either complete or terminal ignorance.

One more challenge. It might be said that if determinism or epiphenom-
enalism is true, people never have the capacities the capacity control principle 
assumes they normally do have, because these capacities require some kind of 
ultimate causal originality or power. But they require no such thing. Th e fi rst 
is the capacity to form true beliefs about the physical world and the mental 
states of other people. It does not impeach that capacity that our beliefs about 
the world are caused by events beyond our control; on the contrary, as I said, it 
is exactly that fact that endows us with that capacity. Nor can it damage that 
capacity that our fi nal decisions do not enter into causal relations with our 
nerves and muscles; that fact, if it is a fact, is completely irrelevant to the exis-
tence of the fi rst capacity. Th e second, regulative capacity the principle assumes 
is that people can normally make fi nal decisions that can be understood as 
serving their desires and convictions in the light of their beliefs. Th at is an as-
sumption about the character— not the etiology or causal consequence— of 
fi nal decisions. People have that capacity whether or not they  were fated to have 
it. A fast car, whose behavior is certainly determined by events beyond its con-
trol, nevertheless has the capacity to exceed the speed limit.

Responsibility in Practice

Th e Insanity Defense

Th e choice between the causal and the capacity control principles is impor-
tant for reasons that go beyond the free- will controversy. Th e choice is decisive 
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for both explaining and debating the much more practical controversies I 
mentioned among people who accept the general structure of the responsibility 
system but disagree about its application to par tic u lar cases. If we think that 
people are responsible only when their actions fl ow from a spontaneous, un-
caused act of will, then we will think that these practical controversies turn on 
an all- or- nothing psychobiological fact. When someone claims that he com-
mitted his criminal act in a blind rage or when overcome by an irresistible im-
pulse or under duress or because he grew up in a ghetto or because he had 
watched too much violence on tele vi sion, we would ask:  were these forces or 
infl uences strong enough in the circumstances so that they displaced his will’s 
normal causal role, like a drunken sailor pushing the helmsman aside and tak-
ing the wheel? So that it was not his will but rather an overwhelming surge of 
sexual jealousy or some such force that provided the effi  cient cause of his mus-
cles contracting around the trigger? I doubt that many of the citizens, lawyers, 
and judges who would have to answer those questions, if they accepted the 
causal principle, would understand them. Perhaps the popularity of the causal 
principle among phi los o phers has contributed to the confusion that marks this 
area of the criminal law.

If we reject the causal in favor of the capacity control principle, however, 
we pose a diff erent question. Did the accused lack one or the other of the 
pertinent capacities to such a degree that it is inappropriate to ascribe respon-
sibility to him? Th at question calls for two distinct judgments: an interpre-
tive judgment about his behavior and an ethical and moral judgment that 
reasonable people make diff erently. It is therefore often a diffi  cult question 
but not, I think, a mysterious one. People who must try to answer it— jurors 
after hearing volumes of testimony, perhaps— will have diff erent opinions 
about the interpretive issue. Th ey will disagree, for instance, about whether 
the defendant’s general behavior revealed an admiration for violence as part 
of his self- image, so that his violent act confi rmed rather than contradicted 
his general capacity to suit his decision to his tastes. Th ey will also disagree 
about the more evidently normative issue— about what level of incapacity is 
suffi  cient to let someone off  the responsibility hook. We admire people who 
at least begin to answer that question introspectively. Would I think myself 
responsible, in retrospect, if I was in the defendant’s shoes? Th at is the spirit 
of the attractive thought, “Th ere but for the grace of God go I.”

Th e history of the insanity defense suggests that many people do not ap-
proach the issue in that introspective way, however. Outrage is a more frequent 
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spur. When the public has been particularly anxious for vengeance after 
some crime, judges and legislators have responded by cutting back the scope of 
the insanity defense. Th e M’Naghten Rule, named after the woodcutter who 
killed Peel’s secretary while trying to kill the prime minister himself, shrunk 
the defense to allow only the fi rst, cognitive, capacity to count, and stipulated 
that only a particularly low level of even that capacity could excuse. Over 
many de cades most American states moved from that strict rule to a more for-
giving one that permitted the accused to argue that he was confronted with 
an irresistible impulse. But asking juries to judge the appropriate level of the 
second, regulative capacity proved unwieldy, and the results often seemed too 
permissive to many scholars as well as to the general public. Th e argument, 
made to a Florida court, that the defendant lacked the necessary regulative 
capacity because he had watched too much tele vi sion, seemed a reductio ad 
absurdam that called the standard itself into question. It was, however, the 
attempted assassination of President Reagan that provoked the greatest com-
plaints about the leniency of the insanity defense.

In any case, for what ever reason, many American states have now adopted 
a diff erent approach based on a recommendation of the American Law Insti-
tute: the defense is available to a defendant only “if at the time of such con-
duct as a result of mental disease or defect he lacks substantial capacity either 
to appreciate the criminality of his conduct or to conform his conduct to the 
requirements of the law.” Th at rule by no means eliminates the need for 
judgment, and diff erent lawyers, judges, and jurors make the judgment dif-
ferently. But the rule does change the focus from discrete event to general 
capacity. Th is has evidentiary advantages: it is easier to judge whether a de-
fendant has shown a general incapacity, manifested in other ways, rather than 
just a single- shot temporary incapacity exhausted in the crime it is alleged to 
excuse. Requiring a showing of mental disease or defect also reduces the vague-
ness of the defense: the label “disease,” even if not a medical term of art, is itself 
a classifi cation. We do not regard someone as suff ering from mental disease if 
his cognitive and regulative capacities fall only somewhat short of what we 
take to be normal. Th ey must be very poor.

Duress, Injustice, and Responsibility

When we recognize the crucial connection between our ethical responsibility 
to live well and our judgmental responsibility for discrete decisions, we can 
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more adequately understand and argue about other controversial features of 
the responsibility system. It is controversial, for example, whether and when 
duress diminishes responsibility. Usually when someone obeys an order to 
kill because he is threatened with death himself, he does not lack either of the 
pertinent capacities. He obeys because he understands his situation accu-
rately and because he is able to conform his decision to his refl ective judg-
ment of what is best for him. His responsibility is not diminished, though 
his situation may nevertheless provide an excuse. Torture, at least in extreme 
forms, is diff erent. Someone who threatens torture hopes to change his vic-
tim’s options just as someone does who threatens death. Someone facing tor-
ture retains both the capacities necessary for responsibility in his choice 
whether to obey to avoid it. But when the torture begins, the torturer’s aim is 
diff erent: he hopes to reduce his victim to a screaming animal who is no lon-
ger able to reason in that way. He aims to extinguish, not to invoke, his vic-
tim’s responsibility. But if duress short of torture diminishes responsibility, 
this must normally be for some other reason.

It is also controversial whether someone born into a ghetto of poverty is 
less responsible for any antisocial behavior than people from more privileged 
backgrounds. He does not suff er from any pertinent incapacity. Someone 
with a mental disease may lack the capacity to conform his behavior to the 
law, but that is not true of someone condemned to an impoverished inner- 
city life who decides to push drugs. He knows that what he does is illegal and 
has every opportunity to consider whether it is immoral as well; he is no less 
capable than others of forming accurate views about the world or of match-
ing his decisions to his desires or convictions. Again, if we think him less re-
sponsible than others, as a great many people do think, we must fi nd some 
other ground.

We cannot fi nd that diff erent ground so long as we take the causal prin-
ciple to govern responsibility. However we understand the idea of a free will, 
we can make no sense of the hypothesis that either threats or poverty can 
displace its normal causal operation. But the picture of judgmental responsi-
bility we have now drawn opens the way to a very diff erent suggestion: we are 
tempted to fi nd diminished responsibility in these circumstances because— 
but only when— duress or poverty is the product of injustice. Our founda-
tional responsibility to live well provides a ground for claiming moral and 
po liti cal rights. (I discuss some of these rights in Chapters 17.) We might— or 
might not— think that these rights should be protected by a further, distinct, 
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responsibility fi lter in addition to the capacity fi lters we have been discussing. 
Th e authors of injustice cheat their victims of opportunities or resources that 
would very likely have led to diff erent decisions. Perhaps we should therefore 
not count these corrupted decisions in assessing how blameworthy we or others 
are. Or at least we should not count them fully: we should discount their re-
sponsibility in view of the injustice. Th is distinct, further fi lter is conceptually 
available because the root questions for the responsibility system are not meta-
physical but ethical and moral; this further fi lter is controversial for exactly 
that reason.

It is important that this last argument for diminished responsibility is 
grounded in justice, not capacity. People who live in ghettos of poverty in a 
nation of affl  uence have been cheated of opportunities and resources they are 
entitled to have. But people who live in an age or space of relative privation 
that is no one’s fault cannot claim diminished responsibility for that reason; 
otherwise no one would be judgmentally responsible for anything until some 
millennium of wealth and cultural sophistication had been reached. Th e 
poverty that even arguably mitigates judgmental responsibility is only unjust 
poverty. Th at is why those who deny the injustice deny the mitigation as well.
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Self- Respect and Respect for Others

Universal or Special?

We hope, remember, to integrate ethics with morality, not simply by incor-
porating morality into ethics but by achieving a mutually supportive integra-
tion of the two in which our thoughts about living well help us to see what 
our moral responsibilities are: an integration that responds to the traditional 
phi los o pher’s challenge about what reason we have to be good. We start by 
considering the implications for morality of the fi rst of our two principles of 
dignity— that you must treat the success of your own life as a matter of ob-
jective importance. In Chapter 1 I described Kant’s principle. Th is holds that 
a proper form of self- respect—the self- respect demanded by that fi rst principle 
of dignity— entails a parallel respect for the lives of all human beings. If you 
are to respect yourself, you must treat their lives, too, as having an objective 
importance. Many readers will fi nd that principle immediately appealing, 
but it is important to pause over its sources and its limits.

If you believe that it is objectively important how your life goes, then you 
should consider this important question. Do you value your life as objectively 
important in virtue of something special about your life, so that it would be 
perfectly consistent for you not to treat other human lives as having the same 
kind of importance? Or do you value your life in that way because you think 
all human life is objectively important?

1 1

From Dignity to Morality
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Th e relationship between you and your life is indeed special: the second 
principle, of authenticity, assigns you responsibility for it. But that is a diff er-
ent matter. I am asking about the fi rst principle. Do you have a reason to care 
whether every person’s life succeeds or fails, or just whether yours does? True, 
few people care as much about your situation as you do: your own fate may 
capture your attention as almost no one  else’s does. But that can be explained 
by the special responsibility I just mentioned. So you should focus further on 
the question whether the objective importance of your life refl ects a universal 
importance— your life has that value only because it is a human life— or a 
special importance because you have some property that some other people 
do not have.

Subjective value is in its nature special. Coff ee has value only for those who 
like coff ee, and though this might conceivably be all the people alive at a given 
moment, that could be true only by accident. But objective importance is in-
de pen dent of taste or belief or desire, and it is therefore in de pen dent of any 
distinct emotional relationship, including one based on identity. Because there 
are no metaphysical value particles, objective value cannot be a bare fact: there 
must be some case to be made for it. What case could someone make that his 
importance is special?

Many people hold the opposite, universal view. Many religions teach that a 
god made human beings in his own image and has equal concern for them all. 
Secular humanitarians believe that human life is sacred and that the failure of 
any life is a waste of a cosmically valuable opportunity. Most people react 
emotionally to the actual and even fi ctional tragedies of complete strangers on 
either a small or very grand scale. We weep for Adonis and we weep for the 
anonymous foreign victims of earthquakes and tsunamis. Th e universal view 
hangs together admirably with this set of familiar opinions and reactions.

What case could someone make for the opposite, special view: that only 
the lives of people like him have objective importance? He cannot rely on any 
form of global skepticism, because he accepts that his own life has objective 
and not merely subjective importance. He needs a positive case. It would not 
be enough, as I said, to point to his special responsibility for his life. Curators 
have distinct responsibilities for protecting par tic u lar paintings, but they ac-
cept that paintings in other museums have objective value as well.

One other claim has been all too pop u lar in history, however, and remains 
sadly pop u lar over much of the world still now. He might think that some 
property he has makes his life specially important from an objective perspec-
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tive. He is an American or a Jew or a Sunni or a talented musician or brilliant 
collector of matchbook covers, and he might think that whichever of these 
properties he has gives objective importance to the life of any person who has 
it. I doubt that many readers of this book hold any such view— no religion 
with any genuine traction in the Western democracies would countenance 
it— but its more general popularity makes it important to notice it.

Of course there is much that does distinguish you from other people: your 
talents, nation, religion, and race. Some of these properties, at least, might be 
important to you in considering how you should live: you might take them to 
be pa ram e ters of success for you. You might think that you do not live well 
unless your life refl ects the fact that you are an American or a Catholic or tal-
ented at music or matchbook collecting. But we are considering a diff erent 
claim: not whether personal properties should aff ect how you live, but whether 
they account for the objective importance of your living well.

Someone who thought his special properties made his life particularly im-
portant would fi nd it diffi  cult to integrate that view with other responsible 
opinions. Consider Richard Hare’s Nazi who thinks it would be right for 
others to kill him if it was discovered, to his surprise, that he was actually a 
Jew. It might be easy enough for him to integrate his opinion into a slightly 
larger scheme of value: he might insist, for instance, that Jews and other non- 
Aryan races are naturally inferior human beings. Or perhaps not human at all. 
But that further opinion would be unlikely to survive much further expansion 
toward overall integrity. It would be necessary to explain, for example, why 
Jews are inferior in spite of so many points of biological similarity, confi rmed 
by DNA analysis, between them and Aryans, and any proposed explanation 
would be likely to make trouble somewhere  else in his system of convictions. 
Are Jews inferior because their ancestors (on a bizarre but pop u lar assump-
tion) killed Christ? But that requires visiting sins of presumed but unidentifi -
able ancestors on very remote descendants, and Hare’s Nazi might not think 
himself inferior because of the crimes of some Germanic tribe in the fi rst cen-
tury. Are Jews inhuman because of the role a few of them played in Weimar 
economics?  Were there no troublemaking Aryan fi nanciers? Is it a matter of a 
tendency to hook noses? Are these unknown in the Waff en SS? And how, ex-
actly, could objective importance be thought to depend on nasal structure?

Now consider the potential role of religion in defending someone’s claim 
to special objective importance. Much of the slaughter inspired by religion 
has presupposed, or at least not denied, the equal importance of the lives of 
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those slaughtered: their death has been thought necessary to save their im-
mortal souls or to spread the true faith and the true laws among their people 
or simply to stop their real or imagined attempts at desecration. Much more 
would be necessary to justify a faith’s ethical claim to some special objec-
tive importance for its members’ lives. It would be necessary, I imagine, to sup-
pose the creative benediction of a biased god who cares nothing about the 
conversion of infi dels to his worship. Other stories are possible, no doubt, but 
they are each likely to found er, at least for mono the istic religions, on further 
embedded assumptions about the range and catholicity of that god’s attention. 
Monstrous ideas of that sort have been all too pop u lar and all too powerful 
in our history. But they are impossible to defend responsibly.

Th ere is yet another hurdle for anyone to overcome who thinks his impor-
tance special. I said, in Chapter 9, that dignity requires recognition, not ap-
praisal, respect. But there is an important relation between the two: they must 
divide the territory of self- esteem between themselves, because thinking your 
life important is a presupposition of thinking that it matters how you live. 
Hare’s Nazi fanatic would have to think that if he was discovered to be a Jew, 
it would not then matter at all what he had done with or to his life. Few people 
could honestly accept that counterfactual release of ethical responsibility.

Nietz sche?

Does the universal view of objective importance refl ect only a parochial egalitar-
ian, liberal, demo cratic po liti cal sensibility? It might be useful briefl y to consider 
whether the most famous philosophical critic of that sensibility rejected the 
universal view. Nietz sche certainly thought that only a few people— he counted 
himself among them— were capable of truly distinguished lives. But did he 
think what is plainly diff erent: that it is important only how those few creative 
supermen live and unimportant what happens to the rest— the ordinary rabble 
of the earth who are incapable of great lives anyway?

Interpretations of Nietz sche’s ideas diff er sharply. But according to several 
critics Nietz sche accepted (at least in some parts of his not always consistent 
work) the main themes of our argument so far. He seemed to insist on the 
surpassing importance of people living well. It is a cosmic shame, he thought, 
that the priests have imposed on the world the kind of morality that makes 
living well impossible, the ascetic morality that fi ghts rather than celebrates 
human nature and tries to sublimate the will to power that is not only natural 
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but the spur and motive to great lives. We must re create ourselves, he de-
clared, because we have become, in part through this morality, people of slave 
mentality rather than heroic struggle.

He rejected the subjective view of the importance of living well. We must 
re create ourselves not only if we happen to want to be great but because we are 
not faithful to our human legacy unless we do strive to be great. He insisted 
that living well is very diff erent from living a good life. Living well, he insisted, 
might include great suff ering, as his life did, which hardly makes for a good life. 
He also insisted on the sovereign importance of integrity to living well. “Th e 
or ga niz ing ‘idea’ that is destined to rule . . .  slowly . . .  leads us back from side 
roads and wrong roads; it prepares single qualities and fi tnesses that will one day 
prove to be indispensable as means toward a  whole— one by one, it trains all 
subservient capacities before giving any hint of the dominant task, ‘goal,’ ‘aim,’ 
or ‘meaning.’ Considered in this way, my life is simply wonderful.”

But it is indeed a further question whether Nietz sche thought that these 
imperatives hold for all of us or only for those who are capable of greatness. 
His early spokesman, Zarathustra, speaks not only to the great but to every-
one he fi nds, to all those who he hopes, however pessimistic he may be, will 
become the next man, not the last man. Th e “gift” he brings is a gift for 
the species in general. “A tablet of the good,” he declares, “hangs over every 
people.” Nietz sche expressed unmitigated disdain for equality, democracy, 
and the rest of what he called “servile” morality. But he rejected the morality he 
despised not because it assumes that it matters how everyone lives but because 
it off ers what he thought a despicable account of how everyone should live.

He ridiculed the idea that living well means being happy. He had special 
contempt for the utilitarians, whose views make no sense except on the as-
sumption that plea sure and happiness are alone important. (He called that 
assumption “Anglo- angelic shop keep erdom.”) To him plea sure and happi-
ness  were close to pointless. He also ridiculed Kantians, who recognize the 
intrinsic value of a human life but suppose that this value can be realized 
only through a life of moral duty. So though he certainly thought morality 
as commonly understood a terrible mistake, I know of no reason to suppose 
that he thought it unimportant, rather than sad, how people in general live. 
He did think that the will to power makes everyone who has it, on appropri-
ate occasions, angry, competitive, and anxious to show himself special in 
some way. Th ese are, as he saw, human motives that most of us can subordi-
nate or sublimate only with some diffi  culty and with, he thought, tragic costs. 
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But there is nothing in the will to power that holds that the same emotions 
are not just absent but illegitimate in the herd of people.

According to at least one commentator, Nietz sche embraced a form of ag-
gregative consequentialism about good lives: he thought it important that the 
best lives be lived as greatly as possible, even if that meant less good lives for 
most people. But that odd view does not presuppose the subjective view of a 
life’s importance. It supposes, on the contrary, that there is an overall objective 
importance in great lives being lived that prescinds from any concern with 
which people live them. A connoisseur who wants the greatest painting 
painted, even if that means fewer paintings are, does not think it anteced-
ently important which artist produces those great paintings. Another scholar 
reports that “in spite of the widespread opinion that Nietz sche opposes all 
universalization,” “he does not object to seeing one’s values as universally valu-
able, where one considers them essential to any human fl ourishing.” If so, 
Nietz sche’s hatred of ordinary morality only underscores his assumption that 
it is important, even if impossible, that everyone live well.

Two Strategies: Balance and Integrity

Th e fi rst principle of dignity, recast to make plain the objective value of any 
human life, becomes what I called Kant’s principle. Your reason for thinking 
it objectively important how your life goes is also a reason you have for think-
ing it important how anyone’s life goes: you see the objective importance of 
your life mirrored in the objective importance of everyone  else’s. Aristotle dis-
tinguished diff erent kinds of love, including friendship, romantic love, and 
what he called agape, often translated as “altruistic” love, the love we show to 
everyone. Agape is the most selfl ess form of love, but, we now see, it is also 
love that embraces oneself. Polonius was garrulous and silly, but his fi nal ad-
vice to his son was profound and remains so when we invert it. Be not false to 
any man and you remain true to yourself.

Our question for the rest of the book is this. What are the implications of 
Kant’s principle for how you must treat other people? It might strike you, 
initially, that fully accepting the equal objective importance of everyone’s 
life means always acting so as to improve the situation of people everywhere, 
counting benefi t to yourself and those close to you as each having only the 
same weight in your calculation as that of any stranger anywhere. Th is is 
certainly the conclusion that many phi los o phers, including but not limited to 
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utilitarians, draw from that equal importance. If so, then it is close to impos-
sible for human beings— as distinct from angels— actually to live as their 
self- respect requires. Th e second principle, of authenticity, assigns each of us 
a personal responsibility to act consistently with the character and projects he 
identifi es for himself. It would seem psychologically impossible for almost 
anyone to satisfy that principle while nevertheless treating everyone’s plans 
and projects with as much concern and attention as his own. Most people in 
the world are very poor. Many of them lack even the essentials of life, so any-
one of even modest wealth who accepted the fi rst principle would, on this view 
of what it means, have to give everything away and become poor himself. 
Certainly he would have to abandon dedicating his life to any other projects, 
no matter how compelling he thought them.

A few phi los o phers have grasped this nettle: in principle we should try, as 
best we can, to live the saintly life demanded by the demanding interpreta-
tion. Others have taken a diff erent view that softens the impact (though not 
the demands) of the fi rst principle out of concern for the second. Th omas Na-
gel distinguishes two perspectives from which a person might decide how to 
live. Th e fi rst is a personal perspective dominated by his own interests and 
projects. Th e second is the impersonal perspective from which his own inter-
ests, ambitions, attachments, and projects matter no more than those of 
anyone  else. In Nagel’s view, we fi nd truth from both these perspectives and 
our diffi  culty arises because these truths are inconsistent. What seems to make 
most sense from the personal perspective will often contradict some require-
ment of the impersonal one. How should we then decide what is, all things 
considered, the right thing to do? How do we balance the two perspectives? 
Nagel suggests that a balance would be reasonable if it could be accepted as 
appropriate by everyone, no matter what his personal situation. He is doubt-
ful that there is in fact a par tic u lar balance that satisfi es that test. But he is 
clear that that is the test that must, as an ideal, be satisfi ed.

However, once we call for a balance or compromise between two perspec-
tives, each of which we take to speak truth, it becomes unclear how we could 
justify a par tic u lar settlement without circularity. Suppose we ask how much of 
his income it would be reasonable for a university professor to give away and 
how much it would be reasonable for him to retain for a summer holiday in Eu-
rope. It seems impossible to answer without fi rst deciding which of Nagel’s per-
spectives should govern: from the impersonal perspective, reasonableness looks 
very diff erent than it does from the personal perspective of someone desperate 



 mor a l i t y

for a holiday. Th ere is no third perspective— no perspective of “reason” itself— 
from which the balance might be struck. We  can’t know what reason requires 
without fi rst deciding from which perspective that question should be decided.

Nagel suggests, as I said, a procedural test. He seeks principles for balanc-
ing the impersonal and personal perspectives that everyone would fi nd reason-
able if he was motivated by the desire to settle on one standard. (Nagel cites 
and follows Th omas Scanlon’s moral contractarianism.) Nagel is rightly pes-
simistic that such principles can be found. Why should someone whose situa-
tion is worse than anyone  else’s not insist that, given the equal importance of 
human lives, the only reasonable principle is one that divides material wealth 
in equal shares? Why should someone  else, whose situation is somewhat bet-
ter, not reply that it is unreasonable to remove from the world all the pleasures 
and achievements that unequal wealth makes possible? No doubt it helps to 
assume, unrealistically, that everyone wants an agreement. But that is often 
true of labor negotiations that end in a prolonged strike ruinous for both sides.

Even if there  were consensus on how people should act in some par tic u lar 
situation, however, it is unclear why that would be relevant. Th e consensus 
would, presumably, contradict the deliverance of either the personal or the 
impersonal perspective. More likely both. From which perspective should we 
then decide whether to do what everyone says is reasonable? Suppose every-
one thinks it reasonable to do what the impersonal perspective condemns. 
How can that excuse doing what we think is, from that perspective, wrong? 
We would have to have already decided that the impersonal perspective is not 
sovereign about what to do. From what perspective could we have decided 
that? Nor does it help to say that the fi nal decision must be a practical one. 
Th at declares that a decision must be made but is of no help in making it. 
“Practical” names no third, distinct, perspective. Nor can the right balance 
be found by asking what we do or should most care about, all things consid-
ered. Th at is just a way— or perhaps two ways— of restating our question.

Our two principles of dignity, on the other hand, do not describe diff erent 
perspectives that a person might take up that he must then choose between. 
Th ey describe a single perspective he must occupy if he is ethically responsible. 
We must not ask for a compromise between these two principles: they are too 
fundamental and important to compromise. Th ey state conditions necessary to 
our self- respect and authenticity, and these are not negotiable. So our agenda 
must be diff erent. We need to fi nd attractive interpretations of the two prin-
ciples that seem right in themselves— that seem to capture what self- respect 
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and authenticity really do require— and that do not confl ict with, but rather 
reinforce, each other. We need to treat our principles as simultaneous equa-
tions to be solved together.

Someone might object: it is fraudulent to set out, right from the begin-
ning, to fi nd interpretations of our principles that avoid confl ict. We should 
rather seek the correct interpretations, and if these produce confl ict, we must 
simply accept this as our fate. Th at objection ignores the argument of this book 
so far. Ethical judgments are not barely true. We do seek the correct under-
standing of our two principles, but that means, for us, an understanding of 
each that fi nds support in our understanding of the others and that feels right 
to us. We have to believe each part of a mutually supportive system of prin-
ciples in order to suppose that together they are sound.

Our assignment is diffi  cult and we are not promised success. It is easy 
enough to identify plain violations of one or the other principle. Treating 
someone  else’s suff ering or failure with indiff erence denies the importance of 
his life; forcing him to practice the rituals of a religion he rejects outrages his 
ethical responsibility. Th e issues we confront in the next several chapters are 
more diffi  cult and controversial, however. We shall have to consider when a 
failure to help a stranger does show indiff erence to his life, whether and how 
the numbers of those we aff ect count in determining what we should do, 
what pertinent diff erences fall between killing someone and letting him die, 
why we must keep our promises, and whether we owe more by way of aid to 
members of our own po liti cal communities than to those of other communi-
ties. So we must push our analysis further to generate more concrete interpre-
tations of our principles, interpretations that we can test in other contexts.

We have no crisp decision procedure to follow. Each of us will fi nally judge 
diff erently from others the issues we consider. But we have a standard each can 
use to adjudicate. Do the interpretations of self- respect and authenticity we 
reach support one another and so require no compromise in either dimension 
of dignity? Can we accept these interpretations in good faith as each sound? 
Our challenge is in some ways like that posed by John Rawls’s method of 
refl ective equilibrium, but it is more ambitious and more hazardous. Rawls 
aimed at a kind of integrity among abstract and concrete convictions about 
justice, but one that allowed subordination, compromise, and balancing among 
diff erent values. He insisted on a “lexical priority” of liberty to equality, for 
example. He did not aim to interpret each value in the light of others so that 
each supported rather than challenged the others. Th at diff erence refl ects a 
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deeper one. Our strategy is driven by a theory of moral and interpretive 
truth— the theory described in Chapters 7 and 8— a topic that Rawls did not 
pursue. Even if we interpret Rawls’s methods to include an ethical component, 
as I suggest later in this chapter we should, the range of the values he meant to 
pose in equilibrium is much smaller than those in our fi eld of concern. He 
thought it wise, particularly as his views developed, to bracket philosophical 
issues beyond those that can be seen as distinctly po liti cal. Our integration 
project has a centrifugal force that does not allow bracketing: we must attempt 
as wide a comprehensive theory as we are able to construct, not out of a taste for 
complexity but out of a philosophical necessity. We need to integrate theories 
of truth, language, and metaphysics with and into the more familiar realms of 
value. If you continue to join in that ambition, we are still both out on a limb. 
You may think we have fallen already; if not we must see whether we fall now.

More Moral Phi los o phers

Kant

I pause, before we begin on our list of topics, to pick up a diff erent thread. It 
is an ancillary project of the book to see how far the interpretive approach to 
morality helps us understand the important classics of moral philosophy. In 
Chapter 8 I described the explicitly interpretive arguments of Plato and Aris-
totle; I said that each aimed at the integration of ethics and morality that is 
our goal as well. I end this chapter by considering how far the work of other 
phi los o phers, although less explicitly interpretive in the same way, might be 
recast with profi t in that mode.

Th e most infl uential philosophical theories owe their infl uence— even 
among professional phi los o phers, but certainly any wider infl uence— not to 
the power or cogency of their arguments but to the imaginative impact of 
their conclusions and the meta phors in which these are presented. Th at is 
true, I believe, of Plato’s cave and Rawls’s original position, for example. It is 
most dramatically true of Kant. Th e very general principles he declared— 
that we must never act in ways we could not rationally wish that everyone 
act, for instance— have had enormous infl uence even among academic phi-
los o phers who reject many of his more concrete opinions. His powerful 
warning that we must treat other people as ends and never merely as means is 
daily repeated in legal and moral argument across a great part of the world. 
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But the arguments he supplied for these very infl uential principles are com-
paratively weak, in my own view, and the theories of freedom and reason he 
off ered are opaque to almost all of those who are drawn to those principles.

However, Kant’s writings on moral philosophy contain all the ingredients of 
what I believe to be a more accessible interpretive argument for those principles. 
It is not my aim (nor is it within my power) to add to the formidable volume of 
Kant exegesis. I want rather to suggest a way of reading Kant (what ever  else it 
ignores in his writing) that tracks the methods I propose to follow  here. Th at 
reading begins in ethics: with ethical demands that match the two principles of 
dignity we have now recognized. Kant’s “principle of humanity” is in the fi rst 
instance about the mode in which we must value ourselves and our own goals: 
we must see these as objectively, not just subjectively, important. We must think, 
as our fi rst principle insists, that it is objectively important how our lives go.

We draw the appropriate conclusion in what I called Kant’s principle: if the 
value you fi nd in your life is to be truly objective, it must be the value of hu-
manity itself. You must fi nd the same objective value in the lives of all other 
persons. You must treat yourself as an end in yourself, and therefore, out of 
self- respect, you must treat all other people as ends in themselves as well. Self- 
respect also requires that you treat yourself as autonomous in one sense of that 
idea: you must yourself endorse the values that structure your life. Th at de-
mand matches our second principle: you must judge the right way to live for 
yourself and resist any coercion designed to usurp that authority.

Th ese two demands of dignity pose the interpretive challenge I have de-
scribed. Th ere could be no option, for Kant any more than for us, of resolving 
this stark confl ict by balancing or compromising the two demands. Any com-
promise would necessarily be, for Kant as for us, a sacrifi ce of our dignity. His 
response was therefore to off er better interpretations of the two demands. He 
understood autonomy to mean not freedom to pursue what ever inclinations 
we might have but freedom that includes freedom from those inclinations. We 
are autonomous when we act out of respect for the moral law rather than to 
serve some par tic u lar goal: our own plea sure, for example, or what we take to 
be a good life, or some more transcendent value, or even to relieve the suff er-
ing of others.

Th at interpretation explains why autonomy has the commanding impor-
tance he assigned it. We would not respect our lives as having intrinsic and 
objective value if we dedicated our lives to achieving some one or another of 
these par tic u lar goods. We would be treating our lives as having value only as 
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means to those ends. We must rather treat our freedom as an end in itself 
rather than a means to something  else, and we do that by supposing that we 
are free when we act out of the moral law, not when we ignore it. Th at does not 
mean simply acting consistently with what the moral law demands. “For if 
any action is to be morally good, it is not enough that it should conform to the 
moral law— it must also be done for the sake of the moral law.”

Th at view of autonomy matches our account of moral responsibility in 
Chapter 6. When we take up the project described there, we aim that our 
moral convictions provide our actual motives, fi ltering out those infl uences 
of our personal history that press for contrary behavior. But Kant’s reconcili-
ation of autonomy with respect for others requires something more substan-
tive: some statement of the content of what autonomy so understood requires. 
How do I treat others along with myself as ends in themselves? Kant does not 
answer that I must act impartially in all matters. He off ers a diff erent and 
much less demanding kind of universalism: we must act in such a way that 
we can will the principle of our action to be universally embraced and fol-
lowed. A person respects his own intrinsic ethical value through such princi-
ples because, as Kant puts it, “it is precisely the fi tness of his maxims to make 
universal law that marks him out as an end in himself.”

Kantian scholars puzzle and disagree about what that somewhat opaque for-
mula, about willing a law to be universal, actually means, as they puzzle and 
disagree about much  else in his theories. But the general thrust is clear enough: 
treating people with the respect we accord ourselves requires, at a minimum, 
that we claim no right in ourselves that we do not grant others and suppose no 
duty for them we do not accept for ourselves. In the language of American 
constitutional lawyers, respect for all requires equal protection of the moral law. 
Th at constraint does not, in itself or by likely implication, require each of us 
always to act as if his own life was of no more concern to him than that of any-
one  else. Kant off ers his theory as an interpretation of ordinary moral practice, 
and his various examples of what laws we cannot coherently will to be universal 
are designed to produce moral requirements that are familiar.

Th is reconstruction of Kant’s argument bends it toward the argument of 
this book— perhaps past the breaking point, though I hope not. I mean to 
show that Kant’s claims are most persuasive when understood as an interpre-
tive account linking ethics and morality. Each element in this structure of 
moral and ethical ideas contributes to the case for the other elements. Whether 
we start in the moral law or in the ethics of self- respect, we generate the same 
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structure. Certainly Kant did not suppose that acting for the sake of the 
moral law necessarily or even usually produces a good life. But he did think 
it would mean living well, with full self- respect and autonomy. Th e Kantian 
system so understood is an impressive piece of active holism.

I concede that I have entirely ignored much argument that many Kantian 
scholars think most distinctive and important: his metaphysics and the theory 
of reason articulated in his critiques. He supposed himself to have shown, in 
the fi rst two sections of his Groundwork, that autonomy is possible only if we 
are capable of acting out of the moral law whose form he described. In the 
third section he undertook to defend that possibility against the threat of de-
terminism. In the phenomenal world we occupy, the world of science, auton-
omy seems impossible, because in that world our actions are determined by 
prior events beyond our control. But we inhabit another world as well— the 
world as it is in itself, not as it appears to us. We cannot in the nature of the case 
discover the nature of that noumenal world, but we can and must assume that 
in that world we do have the freedom that makes autonomy and morality pos-
sible. Kant held, that is, that responsibility and determinism are incompatible. 
I argued in the last chapter that his view is mistaken. If he had accepted 
a compatibilist position, he would have thought judgmental responsibility a 
phenomenon entirely explicable within what he called the phenomenal world.

Rawls

In Chapter 3, discussing the constructivist approach to moral theory, I said that 
Rawls’s theory is not best understood as skeptical of objective moral truth in 
any but a limited internal sense. He meant to rely only on principles inherent in 
the po liti cal traditions of the community he addressed, but he needed substan-
tive moral assumptions to decide what those traditions should be taken to be. 
Now we may consider his theory again, on that assumption. I quoted his im-
portant remark that “fi rst principles of justice must issue from a conception of 
the person through a suitable repre sen ta tion of that conception as illustrated by 
the procedure of construction in justice as fairness.” Th at repre sen ta tion must 
suppose that people are “autonomous in two respects: fi rst, in their delibera-
tions they are not required to apply, or to be guided by, any prior and anteced-
ent principles of right and justice . . .  Second, they are said to be moved solely 
by the highest- order interests in their moral powers and by their concern to 
advance their determinate but unknown fi nal ends.” He described these 
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“moral powers” as, fi rst, “the capacity for an eff ective sense of justice” and, sec-
ond, “the capacity to form, revise and rationally to pursue a conception of the 
good.” Th is set of assumptions about people’s attitudes and interests, Rawls 
thought, justifi es the structural features of his original position strategy.

But it cannot do this unless we interpret this “conception of the person” in 
a very special way. If we read Rawls’s account in what might seem the most 
natural way, nothing in it helps to justify the veil of ignorance. His people are 
assumed to have the capacity for a sense of justice. Th ey are assumed to want 
to advance their “fi nal ends” and to have the further capacity rationally to 
consider what those ends should be. Th ey know that each of the others also 
has these capacities to a “minimum” degree. But nothing explains why they 
should not have exercised these two capacities before instructing their repre-
sentatives at the convention. Each representative could then negotiate to se-
cure what his principal believes a more just society, having due regard to his 
own view of the right fi nal ends for him and, perhaps, everyone. Th is concep-
tion of the person seems, so far, to contribute nothing to the explanation of 
why the original position has the design Rawls gave it.

We might, however, interpret Rawls’s account in a diff erent way: we might 
read much more into the stipulation that his people are “autonomous.” We 
might assume, for instance, that this means that they treat their lives as having 
objective importance, that they therefore think that every other human being 
has a life of the same objective importance, and that they therefore believe that 
they insult their own dignity when they urge po liti cal arrangements that neglect 
the importance of anyone’s life. Suppose we assume, also, that autonomous people 
not only want to pursue what they take to be a good life for themselves but also, 
and more fundamentally, want to live well, and that they think, moreover, that 
living well means living in a way that does not insult their own dignity in 
that way. If we elaborate Rawls’s conception of the person in that fashion, 
then the conception does fi gure as a supporting element for the original position 
device and its veil of ignorance. It can then be seen as serving the participants’ 
shared interest in living well, on the ethical assumptions just described, because 
it allows them to concentrate on the crucial question of which institutions 
would respect their dignity— by defi ning, for instance, a share of community 
resources that respects the equal importance of everyone’s life.

Th is interpretation puts Rawls’s disclaimer, that the parties in the original 
position do not rely on any antecedent theory of justice, in a more nuanced 
way. Th ey accept, and bring to the original position, the po liti cal consequence 
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of the theory of autonomy just described. Th ey assume that the basic structure 
of government they choose must show equal concern and respect for all the 
po liti cal community’s members. In that very abstract sense they do assume an 
egalitarian account of justice. But they do not assume any more concrete inter-
pretation of that egalitarian standard: that is for their representatives to con-
struct behind the veil of ignorance. We shall see, in Part Five, that there are 
many candidate interpretations of that abstract principle: these range from a 
utilitarian to a libertarian interpretation. So we understand Rawls’s disclaimers 
as denying that his participants assume any par tic u lar interpretation, such as, 
for instance, what I call equality of resources in Chapter 16.

Th e suggested understanding of the original position makes use of our 
distinctions and, once again, it bends Rawls’s theories toward our own. But 
again, I hope, not past the breaking point. However, interpreting Rawls’s 
“conception of the person” in this way might change certain of the conclu-
sions he reaches. It might not vindicate his “diff erence” principle that allows 
inequalities in wealth only so far as these benefi t the worst- off  group in the 
community; our two principles require the rather diff erent conception of eco-
nomic equality I describe in Chapter 16. I must also concede that this interpre-
tation does not respect the distinction Rawls emphasized in his later work 
between a strictly po liti cal theory, drawn from what he called “public reason,” 
and a more comprehensive ethical and moral theory. I have relied, through-
out this book and in this reading of Rawls’s argument, on comprehensive 
ethical and philosophical claims about the objective importance of human 
life and the nature and limits of various forms of ethical as well as moral re-
sponsibility. I have argued elsewhere that Rawls’s “public reason” constraints 
are unwise and would bar his own most infl uential arguments from offi  cial 
po liti cal discourse. If I am right, that fact off ers another reason for interpret-
ing his main argument in this more comprehensive way.

Scanlon

In his book What We Owe to Each Other, Th omas Scanlon argues that we 
should treat other people in ways required by principles that no one could rea-
sonably reject. He imposes no veil of ignorance on people who are called 
upon to judge which principles these are: they must decide themselves what 
aspects of their situation and which of their preferences and convictions are 
pertinent to that judgment. Nor does he suppose that people would all reach 
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the same judgment. He indicates a range of judgment that reasonableness 
would require of people without supposing that everyone would make all the 
judgments within that range in the same way. His exercise is nevertheless suf-
fi ciently ex ante to show the reciprocal impact of ethical and moral ideas. He 
thinks that living well includes having or developing a certain attitude toward 
other people, and that one of the manifestations of that attitude is a desire to be 
able to justify one’s conduct to them in the way he describes. He supposes that 
living well requires certain attitudes, which is not yet a moral claim, and that 
these attitudes essentially defi ne which moral principles we should accept.

Th e idea of reasonableness plays a crucial role in Scanlon’s overall argument. 
Some commentators have complained that because reasonableness is itself a 
moral ideal of just the kind his theory is meant to explain, the theory is circular 
for that reason. But that objection is seriously misplaced, because it overlooks 
the interpretive complexity of Scanlon’s argument. True, the concept of reason-
ableness is often used to make moral claims: “Under the circumstances,” we 
might say, “it was reasonable of him to lie.” But reasonableness is also an ethical 
standard: we think that someone who devotes a substantial part of his life to 
collecting matchbook covers is not just wrong but silly: his choice is not ethi-
cally reasonable. In fact the concept plays just the bridge role, between dignity 
and morality, that we are now exploring. It is unreasonable of you to favor your 
own interests in circumstances when the benefi t to you is relatively trivial and 
the cost to others very large. Th at is unreasonable because it is inconsistent with 
recognizing the objective as well as subjective importance of your own life. It is 
not unreasonable to favor yourself, however, when that means only that you 
have weighed the impact of some decision on your own life more heavily than 
its impact on someone  else’s life: that does not imply any failure to accept that 
his life is objectively just as important as yours.



A Calculus of Concern

Dignity and Wrongdoing

What must we do for strangers— people with whom we have no par tic u lar 
connection, people who may live at the other end of the earth? We have no 
special relationship with them, but their lives are of equal objective impor-
tance to our own. Of course, special relationships are numberless and em-
bracing. Politics, in par tic u lar, is a fertile source of them: we have distinct 
obligations of aid to those who are joined with us under a single collective 
government. But I ignore these special relationships in this chapter; they are 
the subject of Chapter 14. I discuss  here, moreover, only what we must do for 
strangers, not what we must not do to them. In the next chapter I argue that 
we have much stricter responsibilities not to harm strangers than we have to 
help them.

I have already described the strategy of these chapters. We try to decide 
what we must do for— and not do to— other people by asking what behavior 
would fail to respect the equal importance of their lives. Th at might strike 
you as topsy- turvy: acts deny someone’s equal importance only when they are 
wrongful, you might think, so we must fi rst decide what acts are wrong, not 
the other way around. Under our interpretive strategy, however, as I said ear-
lier, neither of these two directions of argument has fi nal priority over the 
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other. We need convictions about the two principles of dignity and about 
right and wrong behavior that all seem correct after refl ection and that fi t 
together so that the inferences hold in both directions. I stress one of these 
directions  here, from dignity to morality, because our ambition is now to lo-
cate morality in ethics and that means beginning in the conception of dig-
nity I sketched in Chapter 9.

Dignity and Welfare

Wealth and luck are very unevenly distributed among human beings, so we 
often fi nd ourselves in a position to help strangers who are in worse case than 
us either generally or because they have suff ered some accident or are in some 
special danger. Two kinds of confl ict may arise on such occasions. First, we 
may face a confl ict between our own interests and those of the people we might 
help. How far need we go out of our way to help them? Second, we may face a 
confl ict about whom to help when we can only help some of them. If we can 
rescue only some victims of an accident and must leave others to die, how shall 
we decide whom to save? Together these puzzles pose the question of aid.

Kant’s answer to that question— he said in diff erent ways that we should 
treat strangers as we would wish them to treat us— is helpful because that 
formula fuses ethics and morality in the way we now seek: it takes an ex ante 
approach that integrates our hopes for our own lives with our sense of our 
responsibilities to others. We must fi nd an allocation of the costs of bad luck 
that seems right from both an ethical and a moral point of view. If we think 
we have no moral duty to help others bear their bad luck, it must also seem 
right, as a matter of ethical responsibility, that we ourselves should bear the 
costs of our own bad luck in similar circumstances. But though Kant’s for-
mulations tie the underlying issues together in that helpful way, they do not 
help us decide them.

I restate the simultaneous- equation problem described in the last chapter. 
We must show full respect for the equal objective importance of every per-
son’s life, but also full respect for our own responsibility to make something 
valuable of our own life. We must interpret the fi rst demand so as to leave 
room for the second, and the other way around. You would fi nd that impos-
sible, I said, if you  were once persuaded of the ultra- demanding interpreta-
tion of the fi rst principle I mentioned— that it requires you to act with the 
same concern for the well- being of any stranger, day by day, as you do for 



a i d  

your own well- being. You would then be unlikely to fi nd any plausible inter-
pretation of the second principle that did not confl ict with the fi rst.

Fortunately the ultra- demanding interpretation is a poor reading of the 
fi rst principle. We should notice, fi rst, that this reading makes no sense as I 
just described it, because we have no metric of well- being that could sensibly 
supply the comparisons it requires. Someone’s well- being is not a commodity 
that can be mea sured. It is a matter of having a good life, and we have no ap-
propriate way to mea sure or compare the goodness or success of diff erent 
lives. “Well- being” consequentialists, as they might be called, have tried to 
invent conceptions of well- being that do make it a commodity of some kind. 
Some say that a person’s well- being at any moment is the surplus of the plea-
sure he enjoys over the pain he suff ers, and that we can therefore calculate a 
person’s overall well- being by mea sur ing the total glows of his plea sure and 
then subtracting the total stabs of his pain. Others say that someone’s well- 
being is a matter of how many of his ambitions are realized, so that we mea-
sure total well- being by counting up ticks of desire satisfaction and subtract-
ing ticks of desire frustration. Still others claim that well- being can be defi ned 
in terms of people’s capabilities for achieving what they do or might want to 
achieve. For reasons I have described elsewhere, none of these familiar philo-
sophical conceptions of well- being can provide a plausible basis for a personal 
or po liti cal morality.

Th e concepts of welfare, well- being, and a good life are interpretive con-
cepts. People disagree about the right conception of what makes a life good— 
about how important it is to enjoy oneself or to satisfy desires or to develop 
capabilities, for instance. So a policy of making any of these par tic u lar com-
modities “equal” would shortchange many people and so destroy any initial 
appeal that an abstract statement of welfare consequentialism might enjoy. 
Of course, each of us can try to make it easier for other people to live well ac-
cording to their own lights. We can work, for example, toward a more equal 
distribution of wealth and other resources. To some extent— particularly in 
the circumstances discussed in Part Five— we do have that responsibility. But 
that is not the same as trying to make their lives better lives to have lived. 
Well- being egalitarianism is not just impossibly demanding; it is a philo-
sophical mistake.

Kant’s principle changes the subject: it speaks not to well- being as a goal but 
to attitude as a guide. We must treat other people consistently with accepting 
that their lives are of equal objective importance to our own. Failing to help 
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someone  else is not necessarily inconsistent with that attitude. Th at is true of 
other kinds of value as well. I might recognize the enormous objective value of 
a great collection of paintings and yet accept no personal responsibility for 
helping to protect that collection. I might have other priorities. So I may recog-
nize the objective importance of the lives of strangers without supposing that I 
must subordinate my life and interests to some collective or aggregate interest 
of them all, or even to any single one of them whose needs are greater than my 
own. I can accept with perfect sincerity that your children’s lives are no less 
important objectively than the lives of my own and yet dedicate my life to help-
ing my children while I ignore yours. Th ey are, after all, my children.

I do not deny the equal importance of human life just by refusing to make 
admirable sacrifi ces. Perhaps I can save many people from a catastrophe by 
embracing or risking the catastrophe myself. Th e soldiers who volunteered to 
be bitten by mosquitoes carry ing yellow fever are rightly treated as heroes. But 
I would not imply that I regarded the lives of others as intrinsically less impor-
tant than my own if I refused to volunteer. I have won an Aegean cruise in a 
lottery; I look forward to it but then learn from a mutual friend that a classical 
scholar whom I don’t know has longed for such a cruise for years but is unable 
to aff ord it. It would be an act of generosity for me to let the scholar take the 
cruise. But I don’t imply that his life is objectively less important than mine if 
I take the cruise myself.

However, there is a limit to how far I can consistently ignore something 
that I claim has objective value. I cannot be indiff erent to its fate. If I am in a 
gallery that is bursting into fl ames and I can easily take an important paint-
ing with me as I leave, I cannot leave it to burn and expect people to take seri-
ously my tributes to the painting’s surpassing value. In some circumstances— 
philosophers call these “rescue” cases— failing to help a stranger would show 
the same indiff erence toward the importance of human lives. You are on a 
beach, and not far off  shore an el der ly lady, Hecuba, cries out that she is 
drowning. You are nothing to her and she nothing to you. But you can easily 
save her, and if you do not you cannot claim to respect human life as objec-
tively important. How shall we draw the line? Th e test is interpretive. Which 
acts, in which circumstances, show a failure to respect the objective and 
equal importance of human life? Th is is not a matter of what someone, even 
sincerely, happens to believe. He shows disdain for human life by turning 
away from a drowning victim, even if he disagrees that he does. We need an 
objective test, even though an objective test cannot be mechanical because it 
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must pose questions of interpretation that diff erent interpreters will answer 
somewhat diff erently. Our test must aim to structure this interpretation by 
pointing to the factors that must count and in what way, but it cannot be suf-
fi ciently detailed to render verdicts in advance in diffi  cult or marginal cases. 
Any plausible test will make room for three factors: the harm threatened to a 
victim, the cost a rescuer would incur, and the degree of confrontation be-
tween victim and potential rescuer. Th ese factors interact— a very high or 
low score on any of them will lower or raise the threshold of impact of the 
others. But it will be easiest to discuss them separately.

Metric of Harm

It is obviously pertinent what kind and level of threat or need a stranger faces. 
How shall we mea sure this? We have already rejected a strict comparative mea-
sure: you have no duty to help someone just because his situation is in some 
way worse than your own. You can acknowledge the objective importance of 
a stranger’s life without supposing that you must not have more money or op-
portunity than he does. Th e comparative standard is indeed of the essence of 
certain special obligations. I argue in Chapter 14 that it is at the heart of certain 
po liti cal obligations: in your po liti cal capacity as voter or offi  cial, you must do 
your part to ensure that your state shows equal concern for the fate of all under 
its dominion. Th at po liti cal obligation may in some way extend beyond na-
tional boundaries. But you do not, just acting as an individual, have any such 
obligation to all human beings just out of respect for their humanity.

So we need to mea sure the character of the threat or need the victim faces 
in de pen dently of whether his situation is overall worse than the potential 
rescuer’s. But should we use a subjective test? Should we judge the degree of 
harm or loss as the victim judges it? Th omas Scanlon off ers this case: a stranger 
asks our help in the enormously expensive project of building a temple to his 
god, a project he deems more important than life itself. It seems clear, as 
Scanlon says, that we have no duty to help. We have no such duty even if he 
is right to treat his project as so important; indeed, even if his life will be ru-
ined in his eyes if he cannot achieve it. Th at follows from the allocation of 
responsibility imposed by the two principles of dignity. It falls to each of us 
to design his life with an eye to the resources that he can expect will be at his 
disposal, at least if he is treated fairly. We cannot expect others to subsidize 
the expensive choices we make.
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Scanlon’s reminder is necessary for those who believe that morality begins 
in a categorical requirement to treat everyone’s interests as equally important 
in what ever we do. For it seems natural from that beginning to allow people 
themselves to judge when their position has been improved by what we do; 
we could reject the victim’s judgment only by supposing that we know better 
than he where his overall interests lie. But once we reject that categorical re-
quirement and base our morality instead on an interpretive judgment about 
what shows disrespect for human dignity, the calculations in play are very 
diff erent. We must mea sure a victim’s danger or need objectively by asking, 
not how bad he believes it to be, given his plans and ambitions, but how far it 
deprives him of the ordinary opportunities people have to pursue what ever 
ambitions they choose. Th at mea sure is more appropriate to identifying cases 
in which the threat or need is so great that a failure to respond displays an 
improper lack of concern for the importance of another human life.

Metric of Cost

What ever the character and magnitude of the harm threatening a stranger, 
my responsibility to prevent that harm is greater when I can do so with less 
risk to or interference with my own life. Again, the interpretive character of 
our test makes that point clear. When I can prevent a serious harm with rela-
tively little risk or incon ve nience to myself, failing to do so is less easily de-
fended as consistent with an objective respect for human life. When the risk 
or incon ve nience is greater, it is more plausible to plead the importance of my 
personal responsibility for my own life. When lawyers are asked to off er ex-
amples of the diff erence between law and morality, they are very likely to say, 
out of ancient law school tradition, that we have no legal duty to shove a child’s 
face out of a puddle in which it is drowning as we stroll by. Th e example is 
powerful because the moral duty the law refuses to enforce is so uncontrover-
sial. Th e threat to the child is at one extreme of harm, and the eff ort required 
of us at the other extreme of cost.

But now the hard question. Shall we mea sure the cost of rescue by taking 
a potential rescuer’s own sincere assessment at face value, or should we strive 
for a more objective mea sure? Reverse Scanlon’s story: suppose you can help 
save someone from starvation, but only by diverting funds from your life-
long, arduous, and expensive attempt to build a temple to your god. Could 
you claim to respect human life if you refuse to help? Th at is a fanciful ex-
ample, but it is easy to fi nd real ones. Need you give any money to starving 
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people in Africa when you need every cent for your own expensive research? 
Or to buy a more expensive lens for your camera in search of greater photo-
graphic fulfi llment?

It may seem, at fi rst, that it must be your own assessment of the cost that 
counts. Th e question is still interpretive— it asks when your refusal to help 
signals a lack of respect for the objective importance of human life— and that 
depends on what the cost of that help would mean to you, not what it might 
mean to someone with diff erent ambitions. But there is another dimension to 
the question: does your total dedication to the temple or research or your 
hobby itself refl ect the proper respect for the importance of other people’s 
lives? In Chapter 9 I conceded that someone might have a good life in spite 
of his callous indiff erence to the suff ering of others: I imagined a murderous 
Re nais sance prince whose life was nevertheless a good one. It is a diff erent 
question whether someone who chooses such a life through those means has 
shown the self- respect his dignity demands.

I do not suggest what I earlier denied: that self- respect requires each per-
son to view his own life as entirely at the ser vice of others. Some saintly people 
have done that, and perhaps authenticity would have permitted nothing 
 else for them. Lives lacking a normal attention to the needs of others may 
also be consistent with self- respect: the life of a dedicated artist or scientist, 
for instance. In those lives a sense of the objective importance of other people’s 
fate may be visible even though it does not command rescue in all circum-
stances in which a less single- minded life would. But anyone who embraces 
projects that require him to ignore the suff ering of others altogether is either 
irredeemably selfi sh or fanatical. In either case he lacks self- respect: his sense 
of an appropriate life is inconsistent with the right regard for the objective 
importance of the lives of others and therefore of his own. Yes, there is an 
asymmetry between how we judge the needs of a victim and the cost of res-
cue to the rescuer. We must take into account not what everyone would regard 
as an important cost to a rescuer but what is important to him given his sense 
of what his living well requires for him. But the asymmetry is limited by the 
condition dignity imposes on that ethical judgment.

Confrontation

Th e third scale is more diffi  cult to state and justify, but it is real and we can-
not make sense of much common moral opinion unless we fi nd place for it. 
Th is is the scale of confrontation. It has itself two dimensions. Th e fi rst is 
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particularization: the clearer it is who will be harmed without my interven-
tion, the stronger the case that I have a duty to intervene. Th e second is prox-
imity: the more directly I am confronted with some danger or need, the 
stronger the case that I have a duty to help. I am on the beach too far from the 
drowning Hecuba to help. Th ere is a man with a boat on the shore who will 
row me out, but only for fi fty dollars, which I can easily aff ord. Cursing, I 
promise it to him, as I plainly have a duty to do. He tells me, once the rescue 
is complete, that he is on the beach every day and will undertake to rescue the 
next swimmer in trouble by himself, if no other rescuer is there, if I will pay 
him another fi fty dollars in advance. I believe I have no duty to do that or to 
make any other provision for rescue when I myself am not there. Why not?

From an impersonal moral perspective of the kind I described earlier, it 
would be hard to justify a duty to pay the boatman to rescue Hecuba but not 
a duty to pay him to rescue the next person in danger of drowning. I would 
owe no less to the anonymous person who will otherwise drown next week 
than I owe to Hecuba today. We might try to distinguish the two cases by 
appealing to the role of salience. It would be too demanding to expect any 
person to respond to even grave danger wherever and whenever it arises. A 
general understanding that only people in the immediate area of present dan-
ger have an actual duty both eliminates that risk and puts the duty on the 
person who is in most cases best able to help. But that explanation, even if 
generally satisfactory, is not available  here, because salience is guaranteed 
by the details of the selfi sh boatman’s carefully limited off er. He has made 
the off er to no one  else, and if he does make the off er to another visitor to the 
beach, well in advance of the rescue he promises, that visitor will be in no 
more salient position than I am now.

Once we reject any general moral duty to show the same concern for all 
strangers as for ourselves, however, and we ask instead the interpretive ques-
tion whether refusing aid would deny the objective importance of human life, 
we can explain the distinction between the cases by citing the confrontation 
scale of assessment. If a tragic death of a par tic u lar, identifi able person is star-
ing us in the face, or unfolding at our feet, we cannot walk away unless we 
actually are indiff erent to life’s importance. Ignoring the impending death of 
a par tic u lar person dying before us would require a callousness that mocks 
any pretended respect for humanity. My point is not that our duties are gen-
erated directly by visceral impact. It is rather that the morality of rescue 
hinges on an interpretive question, and that we must take natural human 
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instincts and behavior into account in answering that question. We aim to 
make best sense of behavior, and we therefore cannot ignore the responses 
that a genuine respect for life normally provokes.

Th e confrontation scale is also at work in a diff erent kind of example, 
one that has puzzled economists. Any po liti cal community must judge, on 
some cost- accounting basis, how much to spend to prevent accidents of dif-
ferent kinds, whether through public or private spending. No community 
spends until no more spending would marginally improve safety: that 
would be deeply irrational. Yet when an accident does occur— a cave- in traps 
miners below ground, or an equipment failure traps astronauts in space— 
and par tic u lar identifi ed people are at risk of death, we expect a commu-
nity to spend much more than it would have cost to prevent accidents of 
that kind. Again, the dimension of confrontation explains the diff erence. 
We cannot ignore the threatened deaths of par tic u lar people in the way 
we can discount even highly probable deaths so long as the people who will 
die remain statistical and anonymous. Even in collective decisions of that 
kind, however, the confrontation metric does not always outweigh the other 
two dimensions— of harm and cost. It does not seem wrong for a com-
munity to devote so much of its total health care bud get to disease preven-
tion that it cannot aff ord expensive end- of- life care that prolongs life for 
only a short time.

Great suff ering may seem to make confrontation irrelevant. Th e starvation 
and disease of a massive number of peoples in Africa and elsewhere stands 
very high on the needs scale: even a moderate amount of foreign aid judi-
cially used could save a great many of their lives. Th eir plea also stands very 
low on the cost scale: very large sums could be raised in aid if the peoples of 
rich nations each gave an amount small enough as to make no diff erence at 
all to the success of their lives. Th ose who suff er are very far away, we have 
no idea who they are, and we have even less idea which of them will die, or 
why, if we do not contribute to general relief funds. But these facts seem in 
no way to diminish our obligation to help. If the case for a duty of aid scores 
high and low enough on the fi rst two scales, of need and cost, that duty can-
not be defeated by a low score on the third, confrontation, scale alone.

But even in such cases, I believe, confrontation plays various roles. Th ough 
we each have a duty to contribute to charities that try to rescue anonymous 
people immiserated far away, I do not believe we have a duty to contribute 
anywhere near as much, in either money or time, for each of them as we must 
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spend, just out of respect for humanity, for a stranger who has fallen at our 
feet. Th e greater the publicity given to suff ering far away, moreover, the 
greater is the duty to respond and the shame in not responding. Th e devasta-
tion of the 2004 tsunami in the Indian Ocean and the 2010 earthquake in 
Haiti was dramatically reported: the huge response of contributions from the 
fi rst world shows what a diff erence the impact of immediacy produces. 
Should it? Lack of tele vi sion publicity does not excuse us from trying to help 
relieve suff ering we know is there. But the impulse is right that leads us to give 
more to help those whose suff ering is thrust upon us. Consider two charities. 
One collects aid for distribution to starving people in very poor countries 
now. Th e other promises to accumulate its capital to help many more people 
a century from now. Suppose you do not doubt that the second charity’s capi-
tal will grow as its managers promise. I believe you should nevertheless con-
tribute to the fi rst charity now.

Do Numbers Count?

We turn to the second situation I distinguished. Several people need aid, and 
it would plainly be wrong to ignore them all. But though you are in a posi-
tion to help some of them, you then cannot help the others. How should you 
choose among them? Th ere is a standard case— a variation on the drowning 
swimmer case. One person clings to a life preserver in a storm that has wrecked 
her boat; sharks circle her. Two other passengers cling to another life pre-
server a hundred yards away; sharks circle them as well. You have a boat on 
shore. You can reach one life preserver in time, but then not the other. As-
suming all three are strangers, do you have a duty to save the two swimmers 
and let the lone swimmer die?

Th at is a staggeringly artifi cial hypothetical case, designed to focus atten-
tion on a philosophical issue without the distraction of reality. But we are 
surrounded by very real issues that pose the same puzzle. I just described one 
of them: there are continents of people living in poverty and disease. We can 
no longer ignore their misery without shame, but most of us can help only a 
small number of them. Suppose there are several charities we can give to; 
these operate in diff erent African countries. Must we give to the charity that 
we judge will save the most people?

It is widely thought that in such situations, if we have a duty to aid at all, 
we have a duty to aid the most people possible, at least if the harm that 
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threatens them all is comparable. So we have a duty to save two swimmers 
from the sharks rather than one and to contribute to the charity that we be-
lieve will save the most lives with the money we contribute. If we had accepted 
the impersonal perspective I rejected, which assumes a welfare consequential-
ist imperative, that would seem the right solution. Well- being is overall im-
proved, we might well think, when two lives rather than one are saved.

But if we approach the decision in another way— by concentrating not on 
consequences but on rights— it is far from plain that we should automatically 
save the greater number. We might think that each victim has an equal ante-
cedent right to be saved, and we might therefore be tempted by a lottery in 
which each shipwreck victim has at least a one- third chance to be saved. 
(Th e sharks agree to circle while the lottery is conducted.)

Which approach is the right one? In which of these two ways should num-
bers count— as part of a consequential analysis or in giving eff ect to an as-
sumed right to equal treatment? Phi los o phers have argued strenuously over 
this issue. But on the interpretive approach we are now exploring, neither of 
these approaches is the right one. We have rejected the consequentialist im-
perative and cannot revive it to justify our conviction, if we have it, that we 
do better to save a greater over a lesser number of people. We have also re-
jected any basis for supposing that everyone we can aid has an automatic 
right to that aid. He has a right only if, under the circumstances, ignoring 
his need would show disrespect for the objective importance of his life. If 
you reluctantly allow the lone swimmer to die because you can save two 
other human beings from death, you have not ignored the importance of any-
one’s life.

Suppose you make the opposite choice: to save the lone swimmer and let 
the others die. If you have a good reason for the choice— the lone swimmer is 
your wife— then you do not imply or assume that the lives of the two you 
abandon are objectively less important than hers. On our interpretive test, 
that reason need be nothing beyond the fact of your love or your special re-
sponsibility. You will also need no further reason if the lone swimmer is not 
your wife but your friend. Or even if all the swimmers are perfect strangers, 
the lone swimmer is much younger than the two swimmers, and you think 
that saving the life of a young person is more important. Or if the swimmers 
are all strangers, but you know that the lone swimmer is a brilliant musician 
or phi los o pher or peacemaker and music or philosophy or peace is particu-
larly important to you or you deem it particularly important to the world. 
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You do not deny the equal importance of all lives when you make such a 
choice: you know that some must die, and you make judgments of fairness or 
value to others to decide which. Remember, you would have no duty to res-
cue the two swimmers even if there  were no third swimmer elsewhere but the 
risk of the rescue to you would be very great. You may put your own safety 
fi rst without denying the equal objective importance of the two lives you 
might have saved. Why should you not then be permitted to put the safety of 
someone  else fi rst, whose life you deem to have par tic u lar instrumental value 
either to yourself or to others?

Now a diff erent danger looms. Are there no limits to the proper grounds of 
a preference you might show among people whose lives are in danger? Suppose 
you know nothing about the three swimmers but that one of the two who are 
together is black and the other Jewish while the one who is alone is white and 
Christian. Would it be consistent with your accepting the equal objective im-
portance of all human lives for you to save the white Christian swimmer and 
let the others die just because they are a black and a Jew? No, because there are 
certain grounds of preference that respect for humanity rules out: it rules out 
preferences that we have good reason to think are expressions or the residue of 
the contrary conviction that some lives are more important than others.

Once again we can justify our intuitive reaction as an interpretive as-
sumption. In a world in which prejudice thrives, or in which social structures 
can best be explained by historical prejudice, attitudes and acts that track 
that prejudice are best understood as refl ecting the prejudice absent some 
strong contrary indication. You can off er a reason why it is particularly im-
portant that a musician or a peacemaker survives without supposing that it is 
objectively more important that their lives fl ourish than anyone  else’s. You 
can supply a diff erent kind of reason— a reason of fairness— why you should 
prefer saving the life of a young man rather than of two much older ones. 
Th ey have already lived substantial lives and he has not. But you can point to 
nothing about the race or religion of perfect strangers that does not suggest 
a role in your decision of the conviction that people’s lives are not, after all, 
really of equal importance.

Now consider the most abstract version of the three- swimmers- and- many- 
sharks case. Suppose you have no even thin personal reason to save the one 
who is alone rather than the two who are together, and you have not thrown 
dice to give each an equal chance to live. But you save one rather than two 
just because that is what you feel like doing. Perhaps you want to show your 
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freedom from conventional bourgeois expectations. Is that behavior consis-
tent with the conviction that all human life has great objective importance? I 
think not: it insults the gravity of the occasion. Th ere are occasions for 
whimsy, but someone who thinks this is one cannot honestly claim to recog-
nize that objective importance. Th e default decision— when nothing  else, 
even a fair lottery, recommends one decision over another— must be to save 
two lives, not because this makes the world overall better but because the 
occasion demands taking life seriously and therefore having some reason 
beyond whimsy to justify how one acts. Th e principle that it is better to save 
more rather than fewer human lives, without regard to whose lives they are, 
is a plausible, even if not inevitable, understanding of what the right respect 
for life’s importance requires. Th e competing principle, that it is better to 
save fewer than more lives, cannot. Th at supposed principle is only perverse.

Crazy Cases?

In this chapter I have relied on contrived and bizarre examples of the kind 
phi los o phers often use. Some people are suspicious of such examples because, 
they say, since we do not encounter the situations they describe in our ordi-
nary life, we cannot trust the reactions we have— about whether we should 
save one drowning person or two, for instance— when we are presented with 
these examples in academic seminars and texts. Th at objection presupposes 
an account of the nature and point of moral philosophy that we have rejected, 
however. It supposes that moral refl ection is in some way a matter of percep-
tion: that moral truth impinges on us through some distinct moral sensibility 
so that our moral “intuitions” are guides to truth in some way at least analo-
gous to perceptions of the world of nature.

If that  were right, then it would make good sense to be suspicious of moral 
perceptions that are provoked not by actual exposure to real events but by 
descriptions of barely possible events invented as supposedly useful fi ctions. 
(We would rightly be suspicious of our impressions of strange animals in an 
exotic jungle we had never seen.) Th e interpretive method we are pursuing, 
however, gives a very diff erent force to bizarre examples. Th ey are like the 
purely hypothetical cases lawyers imagine to test a principle they propose for 
an actual case. We confront imaginary cases, not to speculate about what we 
would perceive if we  were actually exposed to them, but in order to see what 
integrity would require us to accept if we embraced the principles we test in 
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that way. We need not reject proposed principles, however, when we are be-
wildered or even doubtful whether we would accept them in unrealistic in-
vented cases. It is only principles we are confi dent we would reject in such 
cases that we must therefore reject in an ordinary case before our eyes. I 
return to this point at the end of the next chapter, in which examples grow 
even more exotic.



Competition and Injury

Here are two sad stories. (1) You are hiking in the Arizona desert with a 
stranger, you are both bitten by rattlesnakes, and you both see a vial of anti-
dote lying in the scrabble. Both race for it, but you are nearer and grab it. He 
pleads for it, but you open and swallow it yourself. You live and he dies. (2) 
As before, but this time he is closer to the antidote, and he grabs it. You plead 
for it, but he refuses and is about to open and swallow it. You have a gun; you 
shoot him dead and take the antidote yourself. You live and he dies.

According to a pure version of impersonal consequentialism there is no 
intrinsic diff erence in the moral dimensions of these two stories because the 
result, in itself and judged from a raw impersonal perspective, is the same. If 
you are young and a pop u lar and accomplished musician, and he is old and 
useless, you are justifi ed both in taking the antidote yourself in the fi rst story 
and in shooting him in the second. But if your qualities are the opposite— 
you are old and untalented and he is the young musician— you are not 
justifi ed in either action. Your duty is to produce the best result with the re-
sources you have, and the best result is fi xed by the properties of the people 
who die and remain alive, not the mechanics used to produce that best result. 
Of course, if your act in either story has further consequences, these might 
make all the diff erence— for instance, if your act in the second case weakens 
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a useful taboo against murder, that might make your act wrong even though 
taking the antidote yourself in the fi rst story would not be wrong. But if we 
suppose that the two acts have exactly the same consequences, because the 
world learns of neither, then a pure consequentialist must treat them the same.

Stories like these rattlesnake stories are widely regarded as an embarrass-
ment for consequentialism. But many consequentialists are happy in other 
contexts to rely on the supposed equivalence between killing and letting die. 
Th ey say that because only consequences count, there is no overall moral dif-
ference between allowing someone to die when you can save him and killing 
him outright. Th ey argue that indiff erence to starving Africans is morally 
tantamount to killing them. To most people, however, killing someone seems 
much worse than simply letting him die. Indeed, to generalize, it seems 
much worse to injure someone than to decline to help him when you can. 
According to this more pop u lar view, you are justifi ed in saving the antidote 
for yourself in the fi rst story but not in killing the stranger to get the antidote 
in the second one, and even though it is wrong of you not to contribute more 
to African relief programs, that is not the moral equivalent of fl ying to Darfur 
to kill a few Africans yourself. If that is our view, however, we need to explain 
the diff erence, since the consequences seem so similar in the two pairs of 
situations.

Someone might say, as one attempt to justify what seems the natural posi-
tion, that the consequences in the two stories are not really the same because 
those consequences include murder and theft in the second story but not the 
fi rst, and murder and theft are bad. But this supposed explanation only treats 
itself to the conclusion we want to reach. Why is the murder of a stranger a 
worse consequence than simply allowing him to die when you could have 
saved him? It is worse only if killing someone is, just in its nature, worse than 
letting him die, and that is just what the explanation purports to demon-
strate. Nor does it help to say, as some phi los o phers do, that it is a par tic u lar 
moral crime to aim at someone’s death, that this is worse than just standing 
by while someone dies even when you could have prevented it. Th at is how 
most of us feel, to be sure, but we need to understand why it is worse, because 
the stranger is dead in both cases and our motive— to save ourselves life, or 
trouble, perhaps— might be the same in both cases. Some phi los o phers say 
that killing someone is worse than not helping him because killing involves 
a violation of the inviolability of persons. But the claim of inviolability merely 
restates the general conviction; it does not off er an argument for it.
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Th e consequentialist I described, who thinks that killing and letting die are 
morally equivalent, follows a morality of self- abnegation. He sees himself as 
only one of the billions of people whose interests and fate he must weigh 
impersonally with no special attention to his own position. We are now explor-
ing, in these chapters, a very diff erent approach: a morality of self- affi  rmation, 
not anonymity, a morality drawn from and fl owing back into our sovereign 
ambition to live well with dignity. Kant’s principle is the spine of that morality. 
Dignity requires us to recognize and respect the objective importance of 
other people’s lives. In that way ethics merges with morality and helps fi x its 
content.

I appealed to Kant’s principle in the last chapter to explain why in some 
circumstances people do have a duty to aid strangers in great need. I mainly 
relied, in that argument, on the fi rst principle of dignity. Th at fi rst principle 
will not be helpful in solving the puzzle of this chapter, however, because it is 
equally in play in both of the rattlesnake stories. You do not denigrate the 
objective value of human life in the fi rst story when you swallow the antidote 
you grabbed rather than saving the stranger’s life. You only exercise a per-
fectly consistent preference for your own life. You would not violate the fi rst 
principle, of course, if you heroically sacrifi ced you own life so that the stranger 
might live. But you do not violate it in making the opposite choice either. If 
so, it cannot be the objective importance of human life that you off end when, 
in the second story, you shoot the stranger. Th e same preference for your own 
life is still at work. Now we must put the second principle of dignity to work 
in integrating our instinctive moral convictions with our developed sense of 
living well.

I off er this hypothesis. Th e second principle insists that you have a per-
sonal responsibility for your own life, a responsibility you must not delegate 
or ignore, and Kant’s principle requires you to recognize a parallel responsi-
bility in others. We need to reconcile these parallel responsibilities by distin-
guishing between two kinds of harm you might suff er because other people, 
like you, are leading their own lives with their own responsibility for their 
own fates. Th e fi rst is bare competition harm, and the second is deliberate 
harm. No one could even begin to lead a life if bare competition harm  were 
forbidden. We live our lives mostly like swimmers in separate demarcated 
lanes. One swimmer gets the blue ribbon or the job or the lover or the  house 
on the hill that another wants. Sometimes, when one swimmer is drowning 
and another can save him without losing much ground in the race, the latter 
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does have a duty to cross lanes to help. Th at is the duty we studied in the last 
chapter. But each person may concentrate on swimming his own race with-
out concern for the fact that if he wins, another person must therefore lose. 
Th at inevitable kind of harm to others is, as the old Roman lawyers put it, 
damnum sine injuria. It is part of our personal responsibility— it is what 
makes our separate responsibilities personal— that we accept the inevitability 
and permissibility of competition harm.

Deliberate harm— crossing lanes not to help but to hurt— is a diff erent 
matter. We need the right to compete to lead our own lives, but we do not 
need the right deliberately to injure others. On the contrary, if our responsi-
bility for our own lives is to be eff ective, we each need a moral immunity 
from deliberate harm by others. In Chapter 6 I distinguished various strands 
in the overall idea of responsibility; assignment responsibility, I said, fi xes 
who must perform specifi ed tasks and who is therefore to be charged with 
failure if those tasks are not performed adequately. Th e second principle fi xes 
on each of us an assignment responsibility for his own life. But assignment 
responsibility must include a power of control: some power to select which 
acts are performed in the exercise of the purported assignment. You would 
not have assignment responsibility for playing black at chess if someone  else 
had the right and power to push the pieces with your hand.

Th e moral prohibition on deliberate bodily injury defi nes a core of control 
that we could not abandon without making a parallel nonsense of our assign-
ment responsibility for our lives. Our responsibility requires at a minimum 
that we be in sole charge of what happens to or in our own bodies. Th e prohi-
bition on deliberate injury to property is less important but also central. We 
cannot lead a life without a high level of confi dence in our right and power to 
direct the use of resources that have been put at our sole disposal by settled 
po liti cal arrangement. It is important not to confuse the right of control we 
must have to lead our own lives with the right to ethical in de pen dence we re-
viewed in Chapter 9 and will study again in Chapter 17. Th e latter is compro-
mised when others attempt to make ethical decisions for us; the former when 
they interfere with our control over our bodies or property for any reason 
what ever.

Th e distinction between competition and deliberate harm is therefore cru-
cial to our sense of dignity, even when the injury is trivial. Touching someone 
without his permission, however gently, violates a taboo. We do consent to 
others holding a temporary and revocable power over our bodies— lovers, 
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dentists, and rivals in contact sports, for example. In some very limited cir-
cumstances paternalism justifi es others in seizing temporary control over my 
body— to stop me harming myself in a moment or hour of madness, for ex-
ample. But any general transfer of control over the integrity of my body, par-
ticularly to those who do not have my interests at heart, would leave my dig-
nity in shreds. Only when we recognize that connection between dignity and 
bodily control can we understand why killing someone is intuitively horrify-
ing when letting him die, even out of the same motive, is not.

Something makes us recoil from the killing in the second rattlesnake 
story, though not from self- preservation in the fi rst one, and I believe it is the 
sense, which may be inarticulate, that granting people a personal responsibil-
ity for their own lives requires recognizing for each a zone of immunity from 
deliberate harm, though not an immunity from competition harm. Th e im-
age I used, of swimmers keeping to separate lanes, may seem repugnant to 
the siblinghood of humankind. But it is not Darwin’s picture of nature red 
in tooth and claw either, and the distinction is crucial. In the fi rst rattlesnake 
case you are swimming in your own lane and ignoring a stranger drowning 
in his. In the second you have invaded his lane, usurping his responsibility to 
control his own life. Th e diff erence is invisible from the impersonal perspec-
tive; it emerges only when the idea of dignity, also invisible from that per-
spective, is brought into foreground light.

Th e connection between harm and personal responsibility explains not 
only why the distinction between act and omission is genuine and important, 
but also those special circumstances in which, on the contrary, it has no moral 
signifi cance at all. It has no signifi cance when the injured person has con-
sented to the injury in the exercise of his own responsibility for his life. It is no 
violation of dignity for one football player to tackle another or for a doctor to 
kill a dying patient at the latter’s urgent and refl ective request. Th ese are cases 
of permission, not usurpation. When the Supreme Court considered the con-
stitutionality of laws forbidding doctor- assisted suicide for patients dying in 
great pain, those who challenged those laws pointed out that the Court had 
struck down laws forbidding doctors to remove life support from dying pa-
tients. Some of the justices replied, rejecting the analogy, that it is morally 
much worse to kill a patient by administering poison than to let the patient 
die by removing lifesaving equipment. In the rattlesnake cases that distinc-
tion is crucial; in the assisted suicide case it seems bizarre. Focusing on the 
importance of responsibility to dignity shows why.
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Unintended Harm

Th e baseline picture I drew, of people forbidden to cross lanes deliberately to 
injure others, is in at least one respect too crude, because it ignores unintended 
harm. I may sell you a drug that has unanticipated side eff ects and makes you ill. 
Or I may drive carelessly and hit you. Or my lion may escape from my apart-
ment to yours, in spite of my eff orts to detain him, and maul your sofa. In these 
events you are injured because of what I have done. I did not harm you deliber-
ately, but these are not stories of pure competition either. You suff er, but not just 
because I succeed in gaining something you wanted.

Th ese stories take us to the question of liability responsibility that I fi rst 
described in Chapter 6. Who should bear the cost of these accidents? In the 
fi rst instance the loss I cause falls on you: you have become ill or have a bro-
ken leg or a ruined sofa. Is it appropriate that I compensate you? Th at is a 
moral question about compensatory and distributive justice, and also an 
ethical question about the appropriate connection between judgmental and 
liability responsibility. I need control over my body and my property to iden-
tify and pursue what I take to be a life well lived, and I must grant a like 
control to you. What scheme of liability responsibility for my choices, and 
hence for the choices of everyone  else, should I therefore endorse? Th at ques-
tion demands further interpretation of our second principle.

It requires us to seek a scheme of risk management that maximizes the 
control we can each exercise over our own fate, given that we must each recog-
nize and respect the same control in others. We can rank schemes on a scale 
of risk- transfer magnitude. A scheme is lower in risk transfer the more it allows 
accidental losses to remain with the person on whom they initially fall, and 
higher in risk transfer the more it places liability responsibility for such loss on 
someone  else. In one sense I gain more control from schemes that are higher 
in risk transfer, because they leave my plans less impaired when I am acciden-
tally injured than if my loss remained on me. But in another sense I gain more 
control from schemes lower in risk transfer, because such schemes make me less 
liable to compensate others for accidents to which I contribute and therefore 
freer to pursue my plans unchecked by the threat of such liability.

We should therefore aim to identify a scheme of liability responsibility 
that achieves the greatest antecedent control, trading off  gains and losses in 
control from both these directions. As a fi rst approximation, we insist on a 
scheme that holds people responsible for losses that could have been pre-
vented by them with greater care and attention. Th at stipulation allows me 
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greater control over the liability responsibility I will bear for damage I cause 
to others— I can take greater care— and greater protection from the careless-
ness of others. Th e familiar principle that we must take care not to harm 
others carelessly, like the other principles canvassed in this chapter, is sup-
ported by ethics as well as by morality.

But how much care shall we say is due? It would destroy my life, not en-
hance it, if I  were to take as much care as is possible not to harm others. I 
could not even cultivate my garden. So my goal of enlarging my control over 
my life needs a more sensitive metric of liability responsibility. In fi ts and 
starts, Anglo- American common law has moved toward a standard that was 
fi rst formulated in quasi- mathematical form by the great judge Learned 
Hand. He said that the legal standard of due care should depend on what it 
is fair to expect people to do to avoid the risk of harming others, and that 
what is fair depends on how great a harm is risked and how probable or im-
probable it is. His own formulation of that test was designed for commercial 
contexts and is too crudely monetary for other circumstances. But its struc-
ture refl ects a general strategy that people anxious to maximize control over 
their own lives would do well to sponsor.

People each achieve the maximum control when everyone accepts, in prin-
ciple, that he should bear liability responsibility for damage he has inadver-
tently caused to others when that damage could have been prevented had he 
taken precautions that would not have impaired his opportunities and re-
sources as much as the damage he was likely to cause would likely impair the 
opportunities and resources of others. Of course that is only the template of a 
standard: it requires appropriate metrics, techniques for discounting uncer-
tainty, and so forth. But in many ordinary circumstances its upshot will be 
clear enough to common sense. Th e common law of torts is better explained by 
that set of interwoven ethical and moral principles than it is by any assumption 
that the law aims at some stipulated version of economic effi  ciency.

Double Eff ect

Hard Cases

We have so far concentrated on our responsibility not to harm others in pur-
suit of our own interests. Moral phi los o phers have spent more time over a 
diff erent puzzle: whether and when we may injure some people in order to 
protect or benefi t others. Medical success has supplied these phi los o phers 
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with outlandish examples. Suppose two patients are in a hospital, each of whom 
will die without an immediate liver transplant. A doctor has one liver avail-
able for transplant; it seems plausible that he is morally permitted to choose 
between the two potential recipients in a variety of ways. He may fl ip a coin. 
Or he may choose the patient whose chances of surviving the operation are 
better. Or he may choose to save the life of the younger patient rather than 
the somewhat older one, even though the latter’s prospects for survival with 
the transplant are just as good. If the doctor chooses any of these decision pro-
cedures, he does not violate any rights of the patient who loses, even though 
the loser will quickly die as a result of his choice.

But now suppose there is only one dying patient, who will survive with a 
new liver but no liver is available. Th ere is, however, an el der ly cardiac patient 
in the hospital who cannot live more than a few weeks and whose liver could 
be harvested if he  were to die immediately. Th e doctor may not kill the old 
man for his liver. Nor may the doctor shut down his respirator in hopes that 
he will die, or withhold the medication that is keeping him alive for those 
few more weeks, or not try his best to resuscitate him if he falls into cardiac 
arrest, assuming that he has not asked not to be resuscitated in that event. 
Each of these various conclusions seems inescapable, but taken together they 
may seem troubling. In the two- patient, one- liver case, giving the liver to the 
younger patient with likely more years to live might be said to show respect 
for the value of human life. But then why  wouldn’t killing the old cardiac 
patient, or letting him die in cardiac arrest, show the same respect? It would 
trade a few weeks of an old man’s bedridden life for what would probably be 
de cades of fully active life for the younger patient.

We answer: because the old man has a right not to be killed, even for a 
great benefi t to others, even if he will die soon anyway. His doctor may se-
cretly hope, when he applies the paddles to the old man’s chest, that the shock 
treatment won’t work. But he must nevertheless do his best to make it work. 
And it is not just a doctor, who has special professional duties, who has that 
responsibility. You happen to be in the hospital. You may not kill the old man 
either, and if you happen to walk past his room and see that his breathing has 
stopped, you have a duty of rescue. Th e conditions of that duty plainly hold 
in these circumstances: the old man would wish to be saved, you can save 
him at trivial cost to yourself, and he is dying in front of you. You must press 
the button that will summon the emergency team. But why? In this case 
turning your back would not indicate disdain for the importance of human 
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life. On the contrary, you would be acting to save life. If two complete 
strangers are drowning in front of you on a beach, and you can and do save 
only one, you have violated no duty of rescue to the other one. What is diff erent 
in this case?

Th ere is an ancient and still fashionable answer; this is called the principle 
of double eff ect. It is permissible to let someone die when that is the necessary 
consequence of rescuing others. So it is permissible for the doctor to save one 
of two patients who each needs a liver, or for you to save one of two drowning 
swimmers, even though as a result the other patient or swimmer dies. But it 
is not permissible to kill someone or even to let him die when this is not just 
a consequence of your rescuing others but a means you adopt to that end. So 
it is not permissible to kill the old heart patient who is anyway dying, because 
the point of killing him— or not saving him— would be that he dies so that 
his liver is available.

Other ingenious examples of the double- eff ect principle crowd journals of 
moral philosophy. You are invited to assume, for instance, that it would be 
permissible to turn a runaway trolley headed toward fi ve people, who are for 
some reason strapped to the track ahead, onto another track even though the 
trolley would then strike one person who is for an equally unknown reason 
strapped to that other track. But also to assume that if no alternate track was 
available, it would not be permissible to throw a large stranger who happens 
to be passing by onto the single track in order to stop the train with his bulk 
before it reached the others.

Th e principle of double eff ect can seem puzzling in just the way that the 
diff erence between the two rattlesnake stories can seem puzzling. Why does 
it matter whether you save fi ve people by turning the trolley so that it kills 
only one, though you did not intend that death, or whether you throw one 
person onto the single track intending that he be struck? In both cases the 
outcome seems better if you act in that way than if you do not; in both cases 
one person dies and fi ve lives are spared. In neither case is your intention bad 
or unworthy. Why then should the single diff erence in your state of mind— 
whether you treat the unfortunate death as a by- product or a means— make 
any moral diff erence at all?

We can infl ate the diffi  culty by switching from the ex post mode in which 
these puzzles are mainly discussed to the ex ante mode. In the ex post mode 
we imagine a fat stranger ambling past a track who is killed when conse-
quentialist enthusiasts throw him onto it. Th ere is nothing in that decision for 
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him. But if we consider the matter ex ante, that is no longer true. John Harris 
imagines a “spare parts lottery” in which people agree that each time at least 
fi ve of them need an organ transplant and the needed organs can all be har-
vested from a single body, the healthy members of the group will draw lots to 
see which of them will be killed for that purpose. Each member of the group 
would increase his life expectancy by agreeing to this arrangement, and as 
transplant technology improves the gain in life expectancy might well be 
considerable. What reason would anyone have not to join? True, the possibil-
ity of being swept up for fatal surgery when your number is announced is 
chilling, and so is the prospect of participating in the murder as one of the 
surgeons. But dying of cirrhosis or other diseases of organ failure is also a 
chilling prospect— being murdered is not obviously fi ve times as bad— and 
American prisons have had no diffi  culty fi nding willing executioners for 
their death rows. True, it would be unsettling to know that at any moment 
one’s number might be drawn. But is it fi ve times as unsettling as knowing 
that any casual visit to the doctor might produce a death sentence?

It would seem to be in everyone’s interest to join a spare- parts lottery. We 
could amend the terms to make this even more evident. We might stipulate 
that only the names of people past a certain age whose organs  were still use-
ful, and who  were already in hospital when their organs  were needed there, 
would be in the hat. Th en it would be even more plainly in everyone’s inter-
ests to subscribe, even though the chance of anyone’s life being saved would 
be less. Why then is it wrong for us to treat people as if such a lottery had 
always been in place? Th en old people in hospital when their organs  were 
needed could be deemed to have lost a fair lottery they would, if rational, 
have joined long ago. Enforcing that hypothetical lottery would indeed mean 
that someone  else would treat them, at that point, as only a means— would 
aim at their death for the sake of others. But if everyone would benefi t by the 
arrangement, why does that matter?

Phi los o phers have off ered various replies. Impersonal consequentialists, 
horrifi ed that their theory might seem to license spare- parts murders, argue 
that allowing the practice would erode the taboo against taking life and 
cause much greater suff ering in the long run than it would prevent. Th at is 
the kind of whistling- in- the- dark speculation that is often used to save con-
sequentialism from embarrassing implications. As I said, there is no obvious 
reason why this practice would erode the taboo against killing any more than 
capital punishment has. On the contrary, capital punishment seems sense-
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less, and this practice might seem humane. We must do better. Other phi los-
o phers say that it is always wrong to aim at someone’s death, no matter what 
the gain. Th at explains our reactions to the transplant and trolley examples, 
they say, and also explains why a spare- parts lottery would be wrong: it would 
mean people one day aiming at someone’s death. But that explanation simply 
restates the problem. If someone’s motives are good— to save as many people 
as possible— why should it matter whether he actually aims at the death of a 
smaller number or simply knowingly produces their death?

Th e principle of double eff ect, as it is commonly understood, off ers no 
answer by itself. It makes intention relevant without saying why. However, I 
believe that the second principle of dignity, which insists that decisions about 
the best use of someone’s life must be left to him, shows how and why inten-
tional assumptions are important in these contexts. (Th omas Scanlon, on 
the contrary, argues against the relevance of intention in double- eff ect cases 
and off ers an alternative explanation of those cases.) Sometimes I suff er 
harm only because I am in the wrong place at the wrong time; I stand in the 
way of others achieving their aims. Competition harm is typically like that; I 
am harmed because my small grocery store is in the town chosen by a super-
market chain. But in other circumstances I would suff er because others have 
usurped a decision that dignity requires me to make for myself— the decision 
what use is to be made of my body or my life. I suff er that indignity when, 
fat, I am thrown onto a track to save the lives of others.

My dignity is at stake in the latter, though not the former, case. Th at ex-
plains not only the double- eff ect distinctions we make but a variety of other 
familiar convictions. Even those who think it would be immoral for a doctor 
to help someone commit suicide also think that it would be wrong for doc-
tors forcibly to insert lifesaving equipment into his body against his will. 
Even Felix Frankfurter was “shocked” by police forcing a stomach pump down 
a suspect’s throat to obtain evidence; the Supreme Court declared that un-
constitutional. People have a right, in all these cases, that nothing be done 
to them that supposes that they are not the fi nal judges of how their bodies 
are best used.

Th e second principle does not forbid any act, like choosing a patient for a 
liver transplant, that saves one life and dooms another. Or any act, like di-
verting a trolley, that puts a life in peril that was formerly safe. It forbids such 
acts only when they are based on a usurping judgment that the best use of 
one person’s body is to save another’s life. Th e diff erence explains the morality 
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and law of unintended harm that we discussed a moment ago. You are enti-
tled to drive with normal care in my street, even though driving there even 
with normal care increases the risk to my children. But you are not entitled 
to kidnap my children even for an hour to induce me to give more to Oxfam. 
In some circumstances warring nations are entitled to bomb enemy muni-
tions factories, knowing that innocent civilians will be blown apart. But they 
are not entitled to bomb some civilians to terrify others into pressing for sur-
render. Aiming at death is worse than just knowingly causing it, because 
aiming at death is a crime against dignity.

Th e double- eff ect examples elicit the convictions they do through that 
distinction. Just as I may act in a way that causes or risks harm to you, en-
tirely for my own benefi t, so I may act in a way that causes or risks harm to 
you for the benefi t of others, again provided that my justifi cation does not 
suppose my right to decide what it is desirable should happen to you. If two 
of us need a transplant but there is only one liver available, or if two of us are 
drowning and there is only one rescuer, then it is only a matter of chance— 
that someone  else in the neighborhood happens to need help as well— that 
the loser will die. No one has determined that in all the circumstances it is 
more desirable that he should die than live, that in these circumstances 
that is what should be done with or to his body. It would suit the rescuer’s 
purposes perfectly if the loser  were not where he is, if he  were in a position of 
greater safety.

But cases in which a dying person can be saved only by actually killing 
someone  else are diff erent: in those circumstances the rescuer who takes that 
step has formed and acts on a certain conviction. He has decided that the 
heart patient with only weeks to live should die at once in order that someone 
younger live. Th e heart patient may of course make that decision on his own: 
he may insist that he not be resuscitated the next time this is necessary— or 
even, if the law permits, that he be killed at once— so that his organs can be 
used to save another person. Th en he would be deciding that the best use of 
his life would be to save someone  else’s. We might applaud his decision. Or 
we might not: we might think that a life ends badly if it ends sooner than it 
might, and that it would be better for the transplant patient to die young 
naturally than for the old man to take or surrender his own life in that way. 
But however we think that decision should be made, the decision falls 
squarely within the patient’s own responsibility, a responsibility no one  else 
is permitted to steal, even to bring about an overall better result. Th at is 
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the consequence, once again, of our convictions about the scope of human 
dignity.

Crazy Cases Again

I concede that a great artifi ciality still hangs over these examples. Can the 
distinction between competition harm and deliberate harm really have so 
much force, when people will die however we classify the case? Yes. Phi los o-
phers can invent examples that make any principle or distinction seem arbi-
trary. When such examples are properly used, they test principles the way 
hypothetical cases test proposed legal doctrine. As I said in Chapter 12, it is 
no objection to a principle that the result it requires in a bizarre invented case 
does not strike us as immediately or evidently right. Or because, even when 
it does, it can be made to seem arbitrary. It is enough, given our interpretive 
ambitions, that we are not confi dent, after refl ection, that it is wrong. Th e 
principles of dignity— including the principle that people must have sover-
eign control over the use made of their bodies— are not compelling because 
they deliver what seems the intuitively right verdict in crazy trolley cases. It is 
the other way around: the verdict they deliver in those cases seems intuitively 
right, even though in some respects odd, because these principles are compel-
ling in ordinary social and po liti cal life. Th ey help to integrate ethics and 
morality there. We test them in silly invented cases, and they pass the test: 
they do not deliver verdicts we must believe wrong. Most philosophy students 
do, apparently, think it right, or in any case not wrong, to throw the switch, 
dooming a single victim to save fi ve others, but not to throw the fat passerby 
onto the track.

True, phi los o phers who are expert in trolley problems have invented varia-
tions that do not attract a similar consensus. Suppose, again, that fi ve people 
are tied on the trolley track and that the trolley can be diverted to a second 
track on which a single person is tied. In this variation, the second track 
loops around to join the fi rst in a circle, and the unlucky fi ve are tied at that 
circle’s exact midpoint. So in this case the death of the single person tied on 
the second track is a necessary means to saving the fi ve people; if the single 
person  were not there, stopping the trolley, it would kill the fi ve people any-
way and just as quickly, though from the other direction. So diverting the 
trolley might— or might not— be thought to assume a judgment about the best 
use of the single person’s life. Students’ reactions seem to depend on whether 
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they see the proposed switch as one away from fi ve people or toward a buff er 
person. Perhaps it makes a diff erence whether the simpler trolley case is pre-
sented fi rst and then the even more bizarre loop case, or the other way 
around. In any case, however, neither reaction would be so evidently wrong 
as to disqualify the distinction because it fails in this hyperartifi cial case.

What about the ex ante argument for a spare- parts lottery? Of course, my 
earlier suggestion— that it is permissible to kill you to harvest your organs 
because it would have been in your interests to join a lottery scheme if one 
had been established— is mistaken. A hypothetical contract is not a contract. 
But what if there was a lottery and you did join it? You sold yourself into a 
kind of slavery. Imagine your number is called and surgeons advance on you. 
You might think then that as you could have benefi ted from the scheme, it is 
only fair that you now be killed in its name. You might think it your duty to 
submit. But you might not: you might then think the fate too horrible or the 
arrangement unjust after all, or simply that your wish not to die trumps ev-
erything  else. No matter: the decision is no longer yours. You have consented 
to an arrangement under which you no longer have the minimum control 
over what use is made of your body that is essential to your dignity. Th at is 
why we must not sell ourselves into slavery, even for our own good— we 
might have longer lives, but we live in indignity. Volunteering for danger— 
volunteering for the army, for instance— is diff erent. Volunteers have made 
their own decision that the best use of their lives includes a heightened risk of 
danger. But they have not granted anyone the authority, as distinct from the 
power, deliberately to take their lives.

Letting Nature Take Its Course

One diff erence between the two- drowning- swimmers case of the last chapter 
and the initial trolley case of this one might seem pertinent, but is not. In the 
drowning case both swimmers will die if the rescuer does nothing— if, as we 
might be tempted to put it, he lets nature take its course. But in the initial 
trolley case a sole person on the second track will not be harmed if the agent 
does nothing: in throwing the switch he places him in new danger. Should 
the agent let nature take its course in this bizarre case? Should we not say that 
an agent’s decision to intervene in itself abrogates someone  else’s responsibil-
ity for his own life? Th at the agent should simply have walked away?

It is unclear what it means to let nature to take its course. If it is natural to 
try to rescue fi ve people at the cost of one, then throwing the switch is letting 
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nature take its course. But perhaps “nature” means nonintelligent nature, so 
that a potential rescuer lets nature take its course by pretending that he is not 
there. But why should he? Suppose you and I, shipwrecked, are equidistant 
from a bobbing life jacket. We do not let nature takes its course, which would 
mean both drowning. We race for the life jacket. If I lose, it is the presence of 
a rescuer trying to save another person— you trying to save yourself— that 
leads to my death. Why does it matter if your rescuer is not you but a third 
party who is a better swimmer— your wife?— tossing you the jacket instead of 
me? Th e harm I suff er then is only competition harm— only my bad luck. But 
if your wife shoots me so that you will get to the life jacket fi rst, then this is 
not just bad luck. She has usurped my right to decide whether my life should 
end immediately.

Criminal punishment usurps that right as well. Prison is a dramatic viola-
tion of dignity because, as I said, control over what happens to my body is a 
particularly important part of personal responsibility. Capital punishment is 
the most dramatic violation of all. We all think jail sentences sometimes nec-
essary, and some of us think that capital punishment is as well. But we all 
insist that no one be punished who has not acted badly and so forfeited the 
rights his dignity would otherwise demand. We insist, moreover, that it is 
better that many guilty people go free than that one innocent person be pun-
ished, and in that judgment, too, we confi rm the importance of the distinc-
tion between bad luck and the choice of others about how our lives should 
be used.



Convention and Obligation

We seek concrete interpretations of our two principles of dignity— that we 
must respect the equal importance of human lives, and that we have a special 
responsibility for our own lives— that allow us to live in the light of both 
without compromising either. In Chapters 12 and 13 we identifi ed guides. We 
may swim mainly in our own lanes: we need not show strangers the concern 
we have for ourselves and those close to us. But we must not be indiff erent to 
their fate. We owe them duties of aid when that aid is crucial, when we can 
give it with no great damage to our own ambitions, and, particularly, when 
we are directly confronted by suff ering or danger. In these circumstances, to 
refuse our aid would show a contempt for other people’s lives that would 
deny self- respect as well. Our responsibility not to harm strangers is diff erent 
and much greater. We may not deliberately injure someone  else, even as a 
means to our own prosperity or survival. We have explored these moral in-
junctions— to aid and not to harm— in rough dimension. What they require 
and forbid in real circumstances is a matter for more refi ned judgment, and 
too much turns on detail for any more concrete rules to be set out in advance. 
Everything turns, case by case, on further and very often ineff able interpre-
tive judgments. Politics, which comes later, is diff erent.

14

Obligations
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So much for strangers. In this chapter we consider the ethical and moral 
challenge when those we might aid, at cost to ourselves, are not strangers but 
rather people in one or another kind of special relationship with us. Th ese re-
lationships fall into two main categories: performative and associational. First, 
we make some people special through datable and voluntary acts like making 
a promise to them. Second, some people just are special in virtue of some as-
sociational bond: a bond of family, kinship, or partnership in a joint enter-
prise, for instance. One associational relationship is particularly important: 
this is po liti cal association, and I set it aside for separate discussion later in the 
chapter.

Both performative and associational relationships give rise to what we call 
“duties” or “obligations”; these terms connote particularly strong responsi-
bilities of aid. So we say that parents have a duty to care for their children, 
and colleagues to help one another professionally, and also that people who 
make promises are obliged to keep them. Phi los o phers and lawyers have 
given much attention to what they call the “nature” or “logic” of obligations 
and duties. What is the diff erence, if any, between the claims that someone 
ought to help a suff ering human being and that it is his duty to do so? What 
is the connection between obligations and rights? If you have an obligation to 
help me in some way, does it follow, automatically, that I have a right to your 
help? Can duties or obligations always be waived by those to whom they are 
owed? Some of these questions are interesting, but I shall not take them up 
 here because they do not touch our main question, which is how the duties and 
obligations that are attached to your special relationships are drawn from 
and aff ect what it is for you to live well.

Both performative and associational obligations are dramatically aff ected 
by social facts. What counts as a promise or an excuse for ignoring that prom-
ise varies from context to context, place to place, and time to time. Th e varia-
tions are sharp and evident when performative acts change legal relations— 
through the laws of contract, marriage, or employment, for instance— but 
they are impressive even when only moral obligation is in play. Th e role obli-
gations of a parent or child or colleague or citizen are also defi ned by contin-
gent conventions. In some communities the duties of kinship are thought to 
extend to more distant degrees of relationship than in others, for example, 
and what parents are thought entitled to expect from their children in old age 
is fi xed by what is customary in their social milieu. What business or profes-
sional colleagues expect from one another, as of right, depends on custom 
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that might be very diff erent from trade to trade or from profession to profes-
sion. In some cases obligations are fi xed even more contingently by some form 
of election or vote. People are widely thought to have a moral obligation to 
obey almost any law their parliament happens to enact, for instance.

Th e crucial role of convention and social practice in fi xing obligation 
poses a philosophical diffi  culty. Conventions are only matters of fact. How 
can they create and shape genuine moral duties? How can I be obliged to treat 
my second cousin like a brother if we live in one place but entitled to ignore 
him if we live in another? Why isn’t the diff erence just a matter of social an-
thropology that should cut no moral ice? How can the expression “I promise” 
gain moral force just because people take it to have moral force?  Doesn’t 
Hume’s principle condemn the entire phenomenon of obligation as an enor-
mous mistake? Yes, the moral responsibilities we discussed in the last two 
chapters do vary as facts vary. Whether you have a duty to try to rescue Hecuba 
depends on whether you can swim, have a lifeline, and so forth. But that is 
because a very general moral principle— the principle that governs duties of 
aid to strangers— makes them relevant. Social practices seem to create perfor-
mative and associational obligations from scratch. Th ey seem alchemy: mak-
ing something moral out of nothing moral.

Phi los o phers have replied to this challenge by proposing other very gen-
eral moral principles that might, like our general duty to help strangers in need, 
give contingent facts genuine moral force. Th ey say that conventions give rise 
to expectations and that people have a moral right to have their expectations 
protected. Th ere is much in that claim, as we shall see, but it is incomplete. 
Not all expectations give rise to rights: we need to know why those generated 
by a par tic u lar vocabulary or role have special moral power. Other phi los o-
phers cite a general moral duty to respect useful and just social institutions. 
But there are many useful and just institutions that I have no duty to respect— 
agricultural production arrangements among African tribes, for example— 
even though I could benefi t them by respecting their production quotas and 
even if they expected me to respect them.

Still other phi los o phers say that general principles of fairness require me 
not to take advantage of social institutions without respecting the burdens of 
those institutions: not to be, as they put it, a free rider. Th at principle could 
explain relatively few role obligations: parents may do nothing that gains 
them advantage from that role, and yet have moral as well as legal responsi-
bilities associated with it. Th e free- riding principle might seem more apt in 
the case of promising, because people who make promises usually do seek to 
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benefi t from the institution. People often promise in order to extract benefi ts 
from those to whom the promise is given. But not always, and they still incur 
an obligation when they promise gratuitously.

Should we say that even a gratuitous promisor takes advantage of the in-
stitution of promising because that generally useful institution helps him on 
other occasions and, indeed, makes his gratuitous promise possible, what ever 
his purpose in making it? No, because there is no general moral principle that 
requires me to contribute to the cost of producing what benefi ts me: I may be 
selfi sh when I pass a street musician by without tossing him a bill, but I violate 
no obligation even if I have enjoyed his music— even if I have paused to hear 
more of it. Of course promising is diff erent: I do have an obligation when I 
promise because— well—I promised. But phi los o phers who appeal to a general 
principle of fairness to explain why promising creates obligations cannot count, 
as part of the reason why fairness requires keeping promises, that promises cre-
ate obligations. We need a better account of the moral force of promises and 
role conventions. We can fi nd it further back, in the two root principles of dig-
nity whose implications we have been exploring for several chapters now.

Promises

Mystery

Promises create obligations. Th at is accurate enough for ordinary purposes, 
particularly when there would have been no obligation but for a promise. But 
there is a danger in putting the matter that simply, a danger realized in much 
philosophical literature. It makes promising look like magic. Hume put the 
problem with characteristic bite.

I shall further observe, that, since every new promise imposes a new obli-
gation of morality on the person who promises, and since this new obliga-
tion arises from his will; it is one of the most mysterious and incomprehen-
sible operations that can possibly be imagined, and may even be compared 
to transubstantiation or holy orders, where a certain form of words, along 
with a certain intention, changes entirely the nature of an external object, 
and even of a human creature.

Even when we put alchemy aside, we are likely to fear circularity. How can 
we explain why saying “I promise” creates a moral obligation without beg-
ging the question? We are tempted to say: an obligation arises because the 
promisee— the person to whom the promise is made— will then rely on the 



 mor a l i t y

promise and may be damaged if it is broken. But the promisee will not rely 
on the promise— it gives him no further reason to expect that the promise 
will be kept— unless he supposes that the promise creates an obligation. So 
we cannot appeal to the promisee’s reliance without already assuming that 
promises create obligations, which is what we are trying to explain.

Th ese problems arise, however, only because so many phi los o phers think of 
promising as an in de pen dent, distinct ground of moral responsibility. Some 
believe it to be fi nally the sole ground of all duty: they believe we have the 
moral and po liti cal responsibilities we do because, in some mythic mode or 
dimension, we have agreed, and therefore promised, to follow the community’s 
moral conventions, which include the convention that we must keep our prom-
ises. Th at argument begs the question even more obviously and directly. We 
canvassed, just now, other arguments phi los o phers have off ered to explain 
why we have at least a qualifi ed duty to support standing moral conventions—
a general duty to serve the greatest good, for instance, or to support just insti-
tutions, or not to  ride free. Th ese fail in general, for the reasons I off ered, and 
they fail in par tic u lar to explain the moral force of promises.

We must kick the bad habit. Promising is not an in de pen dent source of a 
distinct kind of moral duty. Rather it plays an important but not exclusive role 
in fi xing the scope of a more general responsibility: not to harm other people 
by fi rst encouraging them to expect that we will act in a certain way and then 
not acting in that way. Th at general responsibility is itself a case of the even 
more general responsibility we are exploring throughout this Part Four: to re-
spect the dignity of others and in that way to respect our own dignity. So 
we can study the detailed morality of promise- keeping as part of our inter-
pretive project of deciding what our two principles of dignity require in prac-
tice. Once we see the question in that light, we can explain why promises create 
obligations without begging any question. We have a general responsibility 
not to harm other people, and this sometimes includes a responsibility to ful-
fi ll expectations that we have deliberately encouraged. Th is responsibility is 
particularly clear when we encourage the expectation through a promise, but 
only because promises clarify, through means fi xed partly by convention, un-
derlying responsibilities that would otherwise be muddy.

Encouragement and Responsibility

You cannot live without tempting or even encouraging others to make pre-
dictions about what you will do and to rely on those predictions in making 
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their own plans. Governments, advertisers, rivals, family, lovers, friends, and 
opponents try to predict what you will do or want or buy or prefer. It would 
be impossible— a crippling compromise of your responsibility to live well— 
for you to avoid encouraging such expectations or to avoid defeating some of 
them. I may agree to attend some conference because I think you are coming, 
but you do me no wrong, even if you know this, by deciding not to attend 
after all. If we are friends, you should tell me, but that is all. But what if you 
have deliberately encouraged me to think you would attend the conference? 
You might have said: “I know this  doesn’t look to be a riveting conference. 
But  wouldn’t it be a good idea if we both went? We don’t get a chance much 
to talk, and this would be an excellent opportunity.” Th en matters would be 
diff erent. But how diff erent?

If you  were lying— you had no intention of attending— then you have 
harmed me just in that act. Dignity explains why: any lie (except in circum-
stances, like some games, in which lying is permissible) contradicts the sec-
ond principle, because lying is an attempt to corrupt the base of information 
through which people exercise their responsibility for their own lives. You 
harm me when you lie to me even if your lie makes no further diff erence be-
cause I don’t believe you, or because your lie makes no diff erence to what I do, 
or because I suff er no further harm in acting on it. Your lie harms me because 
it insults my dignity even to try to corrupt my responsibility in that way. It 
harms you, too, because the insult to my dignity compromises the respect 
you should have for yourself.

Suppose, however, that you  were perfectly sincere. You did intend to at-
tend the conference when you encouraged me to join you there. But after I 
accepted and agreed to give a paper, you saw a list of the other speakers and 
realized that the conference would be worse than you thought: in fact mainly 
a waste of time. You should tell me that you have changed your mind, of 
course. But do you have any obligation actually to attend the boring meeting 
just because I have already accepted and must go? Now the question is diff er-
ent and more diffi  cult. Do you violate your responsibility not to harm me if 
you fail to do what you encouraged me to think you would? We might break 
this into two questions. Have you harmed me? Did you have a responsibility 
not to harm me in that way?

You would plainly have harmed me if I would not have gone but for your 
encouragement and the conference was useless to me— the discussion of my 
paper uncritical and the rest boring. But suppose, on the contrary, that I 
would have gone anyway and that the conference was so exciting that I didn’t 
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miss talking to you at all. Indeed, I  wouldn’t have had time for you even if 
you had come. Have you harmed me then? Obviously not as badly. But at all? 
Yes, in two ways.

First, you created a risk of harm, and creating a risk is itself a kind of 
harm. You harmed me in the same way that it harms me when you drive 
carelessly in my street even if you miss me. When you decided not to come to 
the conference, after having encouraged me to think you would, you did not 
know— certainly not for certain— whether I would have gone anyway or 
whether I would fi nd the conference profi table. Had we been in touch before 
you decided not to come, I might have assured you that you would do me no 
harm by not coming. Th en you would not have harmed me. But if you acted 
in even partial ignorance of the impact that disappointing me would have, 
then you harmed me just by risking harming me in other ways. Second, you 
harmed me in something like the way you harm me when you lie. You 
changed the information base on which I made decisions and then— though 
this time only retrospectively— falsifi ed that base. You corrupted, in two 
steps, the information base on which I made my decisions: fi rst by encourag-
ing me and then by falsifying your encouragement. You did not intend to 
mislead me when you suggested the conference, but you later deliberately 
made what you had said misleading. As in the case of lying, that is in itself a 
harm quite apart from whether it generates any further harm.

So we must consider the second question. Did you have a moral responsibil-
ity not to harm me either in the obvious way— if I had hated the conference—
or in those more subtle ways? Th is was not mere competition harm that you 
plainly had no moral responsibility to avoid. You had singled me out for 
encouragement— crossed into my lane— in order to change my expectations 
and intentions. Th is act, just in itself, must have some moral consequence. 
You needed a reason of some sort to justify not doing what you encouraged 
me to think you would. Indiff erence or whimsy would not be good enough. 
But, as I said, it would be much too serious an invasion of your control over 
your own life to accept that changing your mind would always be wrong no 
matter what justifi cation you had. We need a more lenient interpretation of 
what you owe me out of respect for my dignity. It is, however, a very diffi  cult 
matter to determine where that more lenient line should be drawn.

Th is turns, in par tic u lar cases, on a great host of factors. How strenuously 
did you encourage me? How diffi  cult would it be for you not to defeat that 
expectation?  Were these diffi  culties wholly unexpected when you encouraged 
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me? Or could they have been predicted? How likely was it, when you decided 
not to attend, that I would suff er in any of the obvious ways? Did I in fact 
suff er? We might disagree about that latter issue, either at the time or in ret-
rospect. We might disagree, for instance, about whether in fact I profi ted 
from attending the conference. Whose opinion on that issue is relevant to the 
question of moral responsibility? Yours or mine?

Th at only scratches the surface. Many further factors are also relevant when 
we ask whether someone does wrong when he disappoints those he encour-
aged. Th omas Scanlon’s discussion of promising has greatly infl uenced con-
temporary discussions of the issue; my argument follows the same general 
strategy as his. (Th ere are diff erences in our approaches.) He endorses the fol-
lowing “Principle F.”

If (1) A voluntarily and intentionally leads B to expect that A will do X 
(unless B consents to A’s not doing so); (2) A knows that B wants to be as-
sured of this; (3) A acts with the aim of providing this assurance, and 
has good reason to believe that he or she has done so; (4) B knows that A 
has the beliefs and intentions just described; (5) A intends for B to know 
this, and knows that B does know it; and (6) B knows that A has this 
knowledge and intent; then, in the absence of special justifi cation, A must 
do X unless B consents to X’s not being done.

Th ere are several matters of degree in this formal statement. How much 
assurance must A intend to provide, for instance? But it is at least plausible 
that Principle F is satisfi ed by the conference case I describe. Other commen-
tators apparently disagree: Charles Fried, whose work on promising has also 
been very infl uential, imagines that I want to sell you a  house next to a vacant 
lot, and, to encourage you, I tell you that I plan to build a  house for myself on 
that lot and live there for the rest of my life. But a few years later I change 
my mind and sell the still vacant lot to a gas station chain. Fried believes, on 
balance, that I break no duty to you when I sell, although Scanlon’s Principle 
F seems to argue otherwise.

Now consider a case in which the stakes are much higher than in the con-
ference example. A young doctor starting in a small community is anxious 
to demonstrate his intention to remain there so as to acquire patients. He 
might, for instance, furnish and equip his surgery lavishly with that aim in 
view. After most local patients have shifted to the new doctor, and the only 
other doctor in the community has retired and moved away, the young 
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doctor suddenly has a chance to join a teaching hospital with wonderful re-
search facilities far away. What does he owe his new patients out of his re-
sponsibility not to harm them? What does his ethical responsibility to make 
something valuable of his own life require? Th ese are diffi  cult questions, be-
cause so many variables compete.

Many opinions seem reasonable. Scanlon’s principle would suggest that 
because the doctor did what he could to persuade people to give up their old 
doctor, he must not leave them stranded now. But Fried and others might 
reasonably think that this asks too much. People should understand that 
circumstances change, and that they necessarily run some risk when they rely 
on even deliberately cultivated predictions. Th ey should have appreciated the 
possibility that a young and ambitious doctor might be tempted to leave and 
cannot now complain when he does. Much may turn, for most people, on 
further questions I have not so far listed. Suppose the young doctor has him-
self found someone to replace him. Would that extinguish any obligation he 
had to stay?

Th e Role of Promising

Such deep moral uncertainty would often be frustrating and crippling. Sup-
pose I wanted you to help me plow my fi eld tomorrow and I knew I could 
obtain your help only if you  were convinced that I would then have an obliga-
tion to help you the following day. You would be reluctant if you thought 
there would be any serious question about my continuing moral responsibility 
to do that if my circumstances changed overnight. So I might try to eliminate 
all the grounds you might think I could have for not doing what I said I in-
tended to do. I might drive to your farm every few hours to assure you, loudly, 
that I intended to help no matter what happened in my life. I would then have 
encouraged you so strenuously that my responsibility would be close to unde-
niable even if my circumstances did change. Th e level of excuse I would then 
need to escape responsibility would be much higher than if I had not encour-
aged you so fervently— and you know this. You would be much more confi -
dent, assuming you think me to be a morally responsible person, in your pre-
diction that I would do as I tried to make you think I would.

Please notice that there is no circularity in this story. You do not assume 
that I will do what I predict because you assume I have an obligation because 
you assume that I will do what I predict. Your confi dence is grounded in the 
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more fundamental assumption we have just been exploring: that I can incur 
responsibility to you just by crossing into your lane to try to make you act dif-
ferently. We both understand that it can be controversial whether someone 
does incur that kind of responsibility in any par tic u lar set of circumstances, 
and if so how strong the responsibility is. We know that in many cases people 
can reasonably disagree. So I undertake to make the case for my responsibil-
ity as strong as I can make it, to reassure you that my responsibility will be un-
deniable. I do that in my own interests: in order that you will plow my fi eld 
tomorrow.

Th e conventions of promising provide me with a much more effi  cient 
device for doing the same thing. Th ey provide a vocabulary through which 
someone can immediately ratchet up his encouragement to the level— 
whatever it would otherwise take— so that other factors that might in diff er-
ent circumstances argue against responsibility become close to irrelevant. 
Th e same conventions also provide a means to all but eliminate uncertainty 
in the opposite direction. “But I don’t promise” diminishes encouragement 
to such a low level that any justifi cation of even minimum substance would 
be enough to avoid moral responsibility.

Th is is not magic. Th e conventions are parasitic on underlying and in de-
pen dent moral facts: that the degree of encouragement matters, that some 
very heightened levels of encouragement practically ensure responsibility, 
that some very diminished levels practically eliminate it. We might usefully 
compare the function of these promising conventions with that of the very 
diff erent conventions of stylized insult. Convention has made certain words 
terms of grave abuse: these include what are known as racial or sexual slurs. 
Th e practices that attach special abuse to those phrases do not create new and 
distinct obligations. We normally do wrong to treat anyone with contempt; 
convention establishes these epithets as stylized and therefore effi  cient ways 
of showing that contempt. Promising is entirely diff erent from stylized abuse, 
but it is similar in that both institutions clarify and refi ne nonconventional 
ways of harming people, and both therefore create new ways of breaching 
old duties.

No degree of encouragement can entirely eliminate the impact of other 
mitigating or damning factors, and so promising cannot do this either. Th ere 
are circumstances in which no responsibility arises, in spite of a formal 
promise, because the promise was ill- judged or the promisor had a particu-
larly urgent need to ignore it. And even “I don’t promise” does not permit 
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someone who has deliberately encouraged an expectation to disregard it for 
no reason at all. Promising and explicit not- promising signal, by convention, 
limiting cases of a kind of moral responsibility, cases that would exist even in 
the absence of convention. Th e convention cannot achieve what the rationale 
of the underlying moral facts would not sanction.

Promises and Interpretation

Promises—or alleged promises— raise moral questions as well as settling 
them. A promise does not preempt the moral neighborhood. A bare promise 
without any background of responsibility or connection may be inert. I pick 
your name at random from a telephone book and write you thus: “I hereby 
promise you that next July I will walk from Land’s End to John O’Groats. 
Signed Yr. Obt. Servant Ronald.” Even in saner cases we may be uncertain 
whether someone has really promised, what he has promised, and whether he 
really has to keep his promises. Because promising is not a self- contained 
practice that generates obligations automatically, but is instead parasitic on 
the much more general duty not to harm others, these questions do not call 
for inspection of some special promising rule book. Th ey ask for an interpre-
tation of the practices of promising that locates those practices within the 
wider network of ethical and moral conviction.

We begin with what seems the essential core of any successful interpreta-
tion. Th e point of promising is to set the bar very high for successful excuses 
for disappointing deliberately encouraged expectations. A promise makes a 
 whole range of excuses ineligible that would be suffi  cient if reliance had been 
encouraged in some other and less heightened way. It follows, I believe, that 
we must also set the bar high for counting some act or gesture as a promise: 
the burden lies on someone who claims rather than denies a promise, and 
genuine ambiguity counts against the putative benefi ciary of the promise. 
(Contract law is a more complex matter.) But once a promise is assumed, we 
must test the excuses someone off ers for breaking that promise against a stan-
dard as demanding as that we use to test excuses for undoubted harms— 
assault or deliberate damage to someone’s property, for instance.

In each of these cases, of course, as I said earlier, the level of excuse re-
quired is sensitive to the harm actually suff ered as well as risked. Breaking 
a promise to dine is ordinarily not grave, but neither is a trivial assault or a 
token injury. But the fact that damage is negligible— or even that there is no 
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damage at all— is not in itself an excuse. I am entitled that you keep a prom-
ise to dine even if one guest less  doesn’t really matter, because in these cir-
cumstances it falls to me, not to you, to assess what to count as harm. Your 
having received a better invitation won’t do if I insist on your coming, even if 
you would be losing more than I gain. Th e manner of your intervention in 
my aff airs raised the bar of excuse higher than that. But it could not have 
raised the bar so high that, for instance, your son’s illness would not excuse 
you. None of these near platitudes off ers an algorithm for testing promises 
and their breach. We can only say that we must assign a high level of serious-
ness to promises— but not too high— when we draw our judgments about 
promise- keeping from, and integrate them with, our other and more general 
convictions about not harming people.

Associative Obligations

Responsibility and Role

Why should the fact that everyone  else in my community thinks that I 
have moral obligations to my children, parents, lovers, friends, colleagues, 
and fellow citizens mean that I do have those obligations? Th e answer lies, 
once again, in a creative interaction between our very general responsibility 
not to harm other people and the social practices that refi ne that responsi-
bility. In some cases the mechanism of interaction is straightforward. Chil-
dren need special care; if the community’s practices assign the responsibil-
ity for that care to a child’s parents, then no one  else will supply it and his 
parents, just for that reason, have a duty to do so. In such cases, though 
conventions might have been diff erent— in some kibbutzim they are— the 
fact that they have taken the shape they have accounts for the responsibili-
ties they impose.

But in other cases the alternative to assigning some people a special re-
sponsibility of care is not that others will be assigned that responsibility but 
that no one will. A community in which no one has special responsibilities to 
sexual partners or colleagues or in virtue of friendship, or in which children 
have no special responsibility to take care of parents, would seem impover-
ished to us, but no one  else would be expected to pick up the special respon-
sibilities we think these relationships bring. It is the internal character of 
these relationships, not the fact that some assignment of special responsibility 
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is evidently needed, that drives the responsibilities that the community’s con-
ventions recognize and shape. So we must fi nd a justifi cation of the role those 
conventions play.

Th e best justifi cation, I believe, describes a repeated feedback loop be-
tween a special responsibility we have to people in certain relationships with 
us, just in the nature of the case, and a set of social practices that progres-
sively reduces the uncertainties inherent in that kind of responsibility. Th e 
second principle of dignity requires that we assume a special responsibility 
for our own lives: among other consequences, it forbids what I described in 
Chapter 9 as subordination. In certain relationships we defer to the interests, 
opinions, authority, or well- being of others in a way that would count as sub-
ordination if it was not in some way a reciprocal deference. Th e deference 
takes diff erent forms in diff erent relationships, and the necessary reciproca-
tion need not be in kind. But unless the parties to such a relationship both 
accept some kind or degree of special responsibility to one another, the dig-
nity of the party denied that special concern is compromised.

In our po liti cal life, for example, we defer to the authority of others— a 
sovereign, a parliament, or our fellow citizens— when we accept that we have 
an obligation to do what they command even when we disagree with its fair-
ness or wisdom. Th at kind of obligation lies at one end of a spectrum of inti-
macy; I discuss it separately later in the chapter. Sexual intimacy defi nes the 
other end of that spectrum: people who accept that they are lovers place 
themselves, body and soul, in each other’s hands. Po liti cal association, sexual 
intimacy, and other forms of association we discuss in this section are enor-
mously valuable ethically. Th ey contribute to both the goodness of our lives 
and our success in living our lives. But it is important to that benefi t that 
they are risky relationships. Th ey make each party not only open to a special 
kind of benefi t but vulnerable to a special kind of harm. You do not deny or 
compromise your special responsibility for your own life if you have made 
the goodness of your own life vulnerable to what happens to a few others, or 
if you have granted them partial control over your own life, when these 
mergers of life and fate are matched by a like heightened concern for you. 
But, except in very special circumstances, a person’s responsibility is compro-
mised when that merger is unilateral; when the other party to what you take 
to be a special relationship treats you as he would any stranger. Th e benefi t 
you sought, just in the fact of a relationship you value, is then replaced not 
just by disappointment but also by a kind of subservience.
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Th e special importance of a parent’s love for his children and their love for 
him, and the responsibilities that fl ow naturally from that love, redeems what 
would otherwise be slavery in both directions. Parents’ freedom to direct their 
own lives is dramatically compromised by the responsibility of parenthood; 
children’s subordination to their parents’ will is, for a time, almost complete. 
Dickens caught the moral implications of these facts in his invention of Mrs. 
Jellyby. She neglected her own children, who lived in chaotic squalor, in order 
to pursue her “telescopic philanthropy.” We do not count her as saintly for 
that choice; her show of greater concern for the poor of Africa made the total 
control she nevertheless exercised over her own family seem tyranny. She was 
ridiculous, not because she cared less for her children than for strangers, but 
because she did not care much more for them.

Other, less intense, relationships have their own internal logic. Partner-
ship enterprises of various sorts, whether formal or informal, are deceitful if 
one partner lacks a commitment to the joint success of both. Th e special con-
cern that partnership demands is of course much more limited than relation-
ships to which love is central. I must show special concern for my fellow 
worker in his professional life but not for his life overall. Unless, of course, he 
is also my friend, because friendship is special in yet a diff erent way. Seeking 
and fi nding plea sure in the continued company of another person need not 
imply love, but it would be meanly instrumental if it did not involve, as Aris-
totle put it, a concern for that person for his own sake that is greater than 
one’s concern for strangers. Displays of friendship would be another kind of 
indignity if they  were not matched by a special and reciprocal concern.

I anticipate two contrary objections. My account may strike you as too 
moralized. You might prefer to emphasize the evolutionary importance and 
continuing benefi ts of the relationships I have in mind and therefore the in-
strumental value of the obligations that protect them. You might think it 
entirely natural, for instance, that lovers and parents and children should feel 
responsibility for one another. As throughout, however, we seek a justifi ca-
tion for these obligations, not an explanation of their origin or subsistence. 
Th e natural, ubiquitous, and powerful emotional force of these relationships 
does indeed have justifying importance: it is because the relationships almost 
invariably carry a natural and powerful emotional force that indignity is pal-
pable when that force is absent or bogus. But it is the harm infl icted by that 
indignity, not the evolutionary value of those emotions, that grounds the 
obligation not to infl ict that special kind of harm.
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You might, on the other hand, think my account ethically defl ated. De-
cent people do not see themselves as obliged to care for their children or 
lovers or parents or friends: they just do care for them and act wholly instinc-
tively out of that concern. If they  were to pause to refl ect on exactly what 
they owe, or on when their failure would compromise someone’s dignity, 
they would be guilty of the now- famous one thought too many. Once again, 
however, the objection misses the point. Perhaps decent people are never 
aware of their obligations to those close to them; perhaps they would resent 
the suggestion that a sense of obligation in any way explains their behavior. 
But they do have those obligations nevertheless, and from time to time they 
do sense their force: when they feel no desire, for instance, to endure a trouble-
some old parent. Th eir obligations do not disappear when they do ignore 
them, as the troublesome old parent may make plain when the occasion 
arises. So we must account for the obligations as well as the behavior of people 
who are never conscious, and never need to be reminded, of them.

Convention and Responsibility

We found a rough basis for role obligation in the general moral principles we 
identifi ed in earlier chapters, principles that demand heightened concern in 
certain relationships, without relying yet on the moral force of convention. 
But the relationships that generate these obligations cannot appear except 
in society and therefore cannot be entirely innocent of the impact of conven-
tion. Even those relationships most dominated by biology carry cultural freight: 
identifying someone as a parent adds something to, and does not even assume, 
a biological fact, and what it adds diff ers to some degree from place to place, 
time to time. Th at fact does not make role obligation “only conventional.” Th e 
obligations are genuine because convention does not create but only focuses 
and shapes the more general principles and responsibilities it assumes.

First, the more detailed the conventions, the less room for uncertainty they 
leave as to what would count as the forbidden harm. It would be at best un-
clear, absent any conventional instruction, who counts as a member of my 
family to whom I owe special concern. Or what friendship permits or requires 
by way of favoritism in employment. Social practice reduces these areas of uncer-
tainty; it does this diff erently in diff erent cultures and also over time. Second, 
convention sharply increases the risk to dignity when these responsibilities, so 
refi ned, are ignored; it increases the risk by attaching a social, and not merely 
personal, meaning to any failure to respect the relationship. Because role con-
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ventions stipulate which acts are required or forbidden by a special relationship, 
they establish a vocabulary of behavior that either confi rms or denies the mu-
tual concern that a par tic u lar form of association presupposes. Th ese two fea-
tures establish the progressive feedback loop I mentioned.

Th e analogy I off ered to other forms of social meaning, including racial 
slurs, is in point  here as well. Just as a word that has been brought into the 
lexicon of hate cannot be freed from that meaning without elaborate scaf-
folding of explanation, so it is not possible to free a denial of help demanded 
by a role convention from the disrespect it signals without an equally elabo-
rate and hazardous explanation. So convention strengthens as well as shapes 
role obligations. Th e expectations they nourish cannot be dismissed as mere 
predictions with no moral force, because they are supported not just by the prac-
tices themselves but by the more basic responsibilities the practices refi ne 
and protect. Th e obligation drives the expectation rather than the other way 
around, and the obligation does not cease when the expectation perishes— 
when parents become resigned to their children’s indiff erence, for instance.

Reciprocal interaction between background responsibility and social con-
vention explains a further and crucial feature of these obligations. Role 
conventions do not impose genuine associative obligations automatically: 
the conventions must satisfy in de pen dent ethical and moral tests. Sexist or 
racist practices, or those that defi ne honor among murderers, drug dealers, or 
thieves, impose no genuine obligation on those they purport to oblige, no 
matter how thoroughly adherents seem to accept those obligations. Mafi a 
soldiers form expectations, they fi nd the practices of their or ga ni za tion dis-
tinctly useful, they take advantage of those practices, and they regard any 
breach of loyalty by others as an indignity. Th ey dangerously regard other 
soldiers as free riders when these shirk the burdens of the or ga ni za tion. But 
once we realize that role practices impose genuine obligations only because— 
and therefore only when— they allow their members more eff ectively to meet 
their standing ethical and moral responsibilities, then we also realize that these 
practices cannot impose obligations when they act as obstacles rather than 
means to that goal. Social practices create genuine obligations only when they 
respect the two principles of dignity: only when they are consistent with an 
equal appreciation of the importance of all human lives and only when they 
do not license the kind of harm to others that is forbidden by that assumption. 
Th ey demand special treatment for certain people, but they cannot license 
hatred or murder.
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Interpretation and Role

We have so far focused on how social practices and conventions impose actual 
obligations. Th e question which obligations they impose is of much greater 
practical importance. Role practices reduce the uncertainty people face in 
deciding what they owe people close to them, but they hardly eliminate that 
uncertainty. Even the most explicit of role conventions— those defi ning the 
duties of parents toward young children, for example— leave many questions 
unresolved. Th ey do not settle, for instance, just as a matter of convention, the 
troubling question whether parents who can aff ord private education are per-
mitted or required to use relatively poor state schooling instead. Many impor-
tant role practices— the conventions of friendship, for instance— do little 
more than recognize a category calling for and justifying special treatment 
without any precise account of what that special treatment must or may entail. 
Who exactly is my friend? Where is the line to be drawn between friendship 
and acquaintance? Can I terminate an incon ve nient friendship at will, just by 
so declaring? Or do friendships, once formed, have more staying power? If so, 
how and when do they end? What must I do for even a close friend? Help hide 
his crimes from the police?

Th ese familiar questions roll on indefi nitely, even about only one role 
practice. Th e traditional explanations of associative obligation I mentioned 
early in this chapter off er no help in answering them. We may accept a duty 
to bear the burdens as well as the benefi ts of a social practice, but that cannot 
help us decide what those burdens are. We may recognize a duty to support 
an existing institution that we believe useful, but that  doesn’t help in decid-
ing what that existing institution actually does require. We may commit 
ourselves to respect the expectations that a social practice generates, but that 
commitment does not help us choose between people’s expectations when 
these disagree. Th ese purported justifi cations of role practices are unhelpful 
because they take the practices to be only matters of convention, and pure 
conventions are exhausted by the scope of consensus.

Once we recognize that role practices clarify genuine but indeterminate 
responsibilities that fl ow from the internal character of the relationships on 
which they build, we have a basis for interpreting them in the way we inter-
pret anything  else. Th e long discussion of interpretation in Chapters 7 and 8 
is therefore pertinent  here. In an earlier book I off ered an example specifi -
cally tailored to the interpretation of conventional practices thought to impose 
obligations. We sometimes disagree, even within a single community, about 



obl ig a t ions  

what courtesy requires, particularly when old conventions of respect are 
eroding. We each form our opinions through mostly unrefl ective but never-
theless controversial assumptions about the practice’s underlying point.

When a friend asks you for fi nancial help and you are reluctant, you do not 
ponder the underlying point of friendship to decide whether you must. But 
some reaction to his request will seem right to you because of your unstudied 
understanding of what friendship is and means, and your decision will solid-
ify as well as give eff ect to that understanding and so govern your reaction to 
later and parallel questions about what you owe to friends. Th ese are interpre-
tive reactions. If we tried to reconstruct them in argumentative form, we 
would begin with some assumption about what form and degree of height-
ened concern friendship presumes and requires. You might well be unaware 
of having made any such assumption and, indeed, unaware that you  were 
engaged in any pro cess of reasoning at all. You might say that you just “saw” 
that this is what friendship does or does not require. But there was nothing 
for you to “see”: we can make sense of your reactions only by assuming that 
your experience has embedded an interpretive understanding of the concept 
that has become unrefl ective and instantly available. All that is simply to 
repeat the claims of our earlier discussions of interpretation and to apply them 
to the phenomenon of associative obligation.

Po liti cal Obligation

Paradox

Legal and po liti cal phi los o phers debate whether people have a moral obli-
gation to obey the laws of their community just because they are its laws— 
whether, that is, people have what is often called “po liti cal” obligation. Th is is 
not the question whether people have any reason to submit themselves to 
po liti cal authority. It is a phi los o phers’ parlor game to imagine that people 
might live in a “state of nature” under no scheme of governance and then to 
consider what reasons people in that situation would have to institute govern-
ments among themselves. Th e popularity of this exercise helps account for 
the pop u lar but mistaken assumption that legitimacy depends on the unani-
mous consent of the governed and therefore on some fantastical history or 
fi ction about that consent. In any case, that is not our question now. Familiar 
governments do exist, their boundaries and hence claims of dominion are the 
product of historical accident, and almost all of us are born or brought into 
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one of them. Do we have an obligation to obey the laws of the state we hap-
pen to be born into?

Of course, we usually have an in de pen dent moral reason to do what the 
law requires and not to do what it proscribes. Laws condemn murder, and 
murder is wrong. But the question of po liti cal obligation arises when we have 
no other reason to do what the law requires. A law is adopted by offi  cials I 
voted against, and I believe that law unwise in policy and wrong in principle. 
I probably have an important practical reason to obey this law; I may well 
be arrested or fi ned if I do not. But does the bare fact that this is the law 
give me a further, distinctly moral, reason to obey it? Th at is not to ask 
whether we are ever justifi ed in disobeying a law. I can accept that I have a 
standing obligation, in principle, to obey the laws of my community and yet 
think that some par tic u lar law is so unjust or so brutally unwise that I am 
justifi ed in disobeying it. Th at is the opinion of people who believe that civil 
disobedience— disobedience to protest unjust laws— is sometimes morally 
permitted and even required. For them, the moral permissibility of disobedi-
ence in these circumstances is an exception to a more general principle that 
requires obedience even to laws they disapprove but do not think wicked.

Some philosophers— they are called “anarchists,” though few of them have 
bombs or beards— deny that the bare fact that a law has been passed, even in 
a community whose structures and laws are generally just, can provide any 
in de pen dent moral reason for obeying that law. We have a duty to obey the 
law when some in de pen dent reason argues that we must: if the law improves 
social justice, for example, or if obeying it would make the community as a 
 whole better off . But not, they insist, just because the law was adopted accord-
ing to the constitutional procedures that the po liti cal practices and conven-
tions of our community stipulate.

Anarchists often rely on a general philosophical thesis: they believe that 
no one has an obligation unless he has voluntarily accepted that obligation. 
Th ey are right to think that po liti cal obligation is not voluntary, except in the 
relatively rare cases of naturalization. Th e once pop u lar idea that people vol-
untarily accept an obligation to obey the laws of their community when they 
do not leave that community is too silly any longer to take seriously. Po liti cal 
phi los o phers have tested many other ways of defending the idea that po liti cal 
obligation depends on consent. But these have all failed, and they are anyway 
unnecessary because the pop u lar assumption that obligations are genuine 
only if voluntary is itself untenable. Th e moral responsibilities we studied in 
the last two chapters are not voluntary: I have no choice whether I must rescue 
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someone drowning in front of me when I can do so easily. Some of the associa-
tional obligations discussed earlier in this chapter are also involuntary— 
children have no choice in selecting parents— and most of the others are only 
partly voluntary: most friendships, for instance, arise casually, and we each 
have friends we had no conscious intention of making friends. Phi los o phers 
who assume that only voluntary obligations can be genuine contradict them-
selves, moreover, because they must assume that the obligation to keep a prom-
ise or respect an oath is genuine even though that obligation was itself never 
accepted. An involuntary obligation lies behind any voluntary one.

But that is not a positive argument for po liti cal obligation: it only denies 
that anarchists can win their case quickly by appeal to some general principle 
about obligation and consent. Th ey are right to reject many positive argu-
ments that have been suggested. You do not have a moral obligation to 
obey the law of your community just because others expect you to obey. Or 
because, since you have taken advantage of the benefi ts of po liti cal associa-
tion, you have an obligation to accept the burdens. If people do have po liti cal 
obligations— if the anarchists are wrong— then this must be a special case of 
associational obligation. We must have po liti cal obligations because we are 
related to our fellow citizens in some special way that gives each of us special 
responsibilities to the others in de pen dently of any consent.

It might seem problematic that we could have that kind of special rela-
tions with all fellow citizens, however. We know our parents, children, lovers, 
and friends intimately, and we have at least a personal acquaintance with col-
leagues and even neighbors. But that is not true of fellow citizens of anything 
larger than a tiny community: many Americans have denser personal rela-
tions with foreigners than with all but a few fellow citizens. It may therefore 
seem mysterious what associational obligations could hold among people just 
because they salute— if they do salute— the same fl ag. We will not fi nd the 
answer in any history of how po liti cal communities came to be formed or 
reformed. It is only a series of historical and geo graph i cal accidents— where 
rivers run and kings slept— that has made the po liti cal boundaries of 
the United States or France or any other place what they are. We must seek 
the moral force of fellow citizenship not in anything that preceded these ac-
cidental po liti cal groupings or explains them historically, but rather in the 
contemporary consequences of these accidents.

Po liti cal obligation fl ows from po liti cal association in the same way as the 
other associative obligations we just reviewed fl ow from other kinds of associa-
tion. Coercive po liti cal organizations undermine the dignity of their members 
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unless each accepts a reciprocal responsibility to the others to respect collec-
tive decisions, provided that these decisions meet appropriate conditions. We 
begin explaining why by noticing the paradox of civil society. Collective co-
ercive government is essential to our dignity. We need the order and effi  cien-
cies that only coercive government can provide to make it possible for us to 
create good lives and to live well. Anarchy would mean the end of dignity 
altogether. But coercive government also threatens to make dignity impossible. 
Some members of the community must exercise vast power over the rest: 
they must threaten punishment for disobedience, and they must sometimes 
carry out the threat.

Th at state of aff airs threatens both of our principles. How can I, given my 
special responsibility for my own life, accept the dominion of others? How 
can I, given my respect for the objective importance of other people’s lives, 
join in forcing them to do as I wish? Everyone who is not a dictator faces the 
fi rst of these challenges. A great many people— in a genuine democracy, al-
most all adults— face the second as well, and it is equally sharp. We may not 
deliberately harm even strangers for our own advantage. Th at applies to col-
lective action as well as individual acts: if I combined with allies to imprison 
someone or steal his property, I would show the same contempt for our victim 
and therefore for myself as if I acted alone. Demo cratic politics raises the pos-
sibility that we all harm each other in that way every day.

Th e challenge the paradox poses is, once again, interpretive. We must de-
velop our conception of what dignity requires further than we yet have, so that 
we can identify a politics that is consistent with it. We have already accepted 
that the second principle of dignity— that we must take responsibility for our 
own lives— permits us, under certain conditions, to share that responsibility 
with others. We considered examples earlier: relationships of intimacy, for 
instance, that are supported by mutual heightened concern. Po liti cal associa-
tion is another example. We fi nd ourselves in associations we need and can-
not avoid but whose vulnerabilities are consistent with our self- respect only if 
they are reciprocal— only if they include the responsibility of each, at least in 
principle, to accept collective decisions as obligations. If we did not have that 
obligation, and supposed ourselves morally free to disregard those decisions 
whenever we wished and safely could, then we would have to concede a like 
moral freedom to everyone in the community. Our state would then be a tyr-
anny that forced people to do what they had no obligation to do. We would 
abandon our dignity whenever we bowed to the community’s threats and 
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also whenever we joined in creating or enforcing those threats against others. 
It is an important part of our own ethical responsibility, and therefore part of 
our moral responsibility to others, that we accept for ourselves and require of 
them the par tic u lar associative obligation— political obligation— that we are 
now considering.

Po liti cal obligation is in one way more precisely defi ned than the other 
associative obligations we have been canvassing. What it requires is fi xed by 
constitutional structure and history: by the pro cesses of legislation and, in 
some cases, adjudication as well. But in another way its moral impact is often 
more contestable. It is debatable when civil disobedience is an appropriate 
response to a citizen’s more general obligation to help improve his commu-
nity’s sense of what its members’ dignity requires. In some terrible circum-
stances it is arguable that po liti cal obligation has lapsed entirely: when a 
government in power is no longer a legitimate government. No associative 
obligation holds when the purported association is itself a force for bad: the 
Mafi a, as I said, creates no obligations among its members. Po liti cal obligation 
is a more complex matter, because laws are so diff erent and have such diff erent 
point and consequence from one another. But po liti cal obligation may also 
be extinguished altogether. Revolution rather than disobedience is then in 
the cards.

Legitimacy

Po liti cal obligation holds, I said, only under certain conditions. Th e govern-
ment of a po liti cal community is legitimate, let us say, when it meets those con-
ditions. Legitimacy therefore has two dimensions: it depends on both how a 
purported government has acquired its power and how it uses that power. I 
discuss the acquisition dimension in Chapter 18 and the exercise dimension 
fi rst  here and then throughout Part Five.

Legitimacy is a diff erent matter from justice. Governments have a sover-
eign responsibility to treat each person in their power with equal concern and 
respect. Th ey achieve justice to the extent they succeed. But it is controversial 
what success means: nations, po liti cal parties, and po liti cal phi los o phers dis-
agree about justice. Th is book sets out, in Part Five, one among many contro-
versial theories. Governments may be legitimate, however— their citizens may 
have, in principle, an obligation to obey their laws— even though they are 
not fully, or even largely, just. Th ey can be legitimate if their laws and policies 
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can nevertheless reasonably be interpreted as recognizing that the fate of each 
citizen is of equal importance and that each has a responsibility to create his 
own life. A government can be legitimate, that is, if it strives for its citizens’ 
full dignity even if it follows a defective conception of what that requires.

Evaluating legitimacy therefore requires a distinct interpretive judgment 
that will often be diffi  cult. Do we make better sense of some piece of injustice 
by taking it to express a fl awed understanding of what equal concern and 
respect requires? Or rather as an outright rejection of that responsibility? 
Naked tyrannies— Nazi Germany and Stalin’s Soviet  Union— fall plainly 
into the second hole, but states less openly unjust present harder cases. Th e 
interpretive judgment must be sensitive to time and place: it must take into 
account prevailing ideas within the po liti cal community. When it was near- 
universally accepted that everyone’s fate is better protected, and his dignity 
better expressed, when he is governed by royal or ecclesiastical appointees of 
a god and when a state religion is established as canonical, the interpretive 
case for the legitimacy of a genuine monarchy or theocracy was stronger than 
it now is. In any case, the interpretive judgment must take into account the 
full range of a government’s laws and practices. Does the monarchy in fact 
work for the good of everyone it purports to govern, or only for some privi-
leged group or to perpetuate and expand its own power? Does the theocracy 
try to convert dissenters only by persuasion? Or does it punish them for their 
opinions and coerce their conversion? It may be impossible to sustain some 
government’s trumpeted claim to equal concern when the policies it hopes to 
defend are placed in a larger context.

Justice is, of course, a matter of degree. No state is fully just, but several 
satisfy reasonably well most of the conditions I defend in Part Five. Is legiti-
macy also a matter of degree? Yes, because though a state’s laws and policies 
may in the main show a good- faith attempt to protect citizens’ dignity, accord-
ing to some good- faith understanding of what that means, it may be impos-
sible to reconcile some discrete laws and policies with that understanding. A 
state may have an established democracy, provide for free speech and press, 
off er constitutional tests through judicial review, and provide adequate police 
ser vice and an economic system that enables most of its citizens to choose 
their own lives and prosper reasonably. Yet it might pursue other policies that 
cannot be understood other than as a fl at denial of the principles on which 
that attractive general structure is based. It may exclude some par tic u lar mi-
nority— of race or economic class— from benefi ts its policies assume to be 
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requisite for others. Or it may adopt coercive laws that threaten liberty in 
misperceived emergencies or to enforce some cultural imperative: to improve 
the sexual ethics of the community, for example. Th ese par tic u lar policies 
may stain the state’s legitimacy without destroying it altogether. Its legiti-
macy then becomes a matter of degree: how deep or dark is that stain? If it is 
contained, and po liti cal pro cesses of correction are available, then citizens 
can protect their dignity— avoid becoming tyrants themselves— by refusing 
so far as possible to be party to the injustice, working in politics to erase it, 
and contesting it through civil disobedience when this is appropriate. Th e 
state remains legitimate, and they retain po liti cal obligation, to a degree that 
may be substantial. If the stain is dark and very widespread, however, and if 
it is protected from cleansing through politics, then po liti cal obligation lapses 
entirely. Th e unfortunate citizens must contemplate, as I said, not just civil 
disobedience but revolution.

Tribal Obligations?

We have been discussing obligation that arises from the special facts, powers, 
and vulnerabilities of human association. Many, perhaps most, people cher-
ish other special relationships beyond those I discussed: these center largely 
on relationships that are in diff erent ways cultural and historical rather than 
biological, social, or po liti cal. American Jews very often feel a special concern 
for other Jews: they give particularly to charities that benefi t Jews, for in-
stance, or work for causes they think, in the conventional phrase, good for 
their people. Blacks, ethnic Poles across the world, people who speak the same 
language whether across national po liti cal boundaries or within multilingual 
states, often feel a similar tug to favor other members of that group in some 
way. Th ey sometimes, in some circumstances, speak of a right of such groups 
to something they call self- determination.

I recognized in Chapter 9 that many people treat these relationships as 
pa ram e ters in their decisions how to live. For some people they are crucial 
pa ram e ters: they think it essential to identify themselves with some group 
and to live in a manner that expresses that identifi cation. Th ey may be right. 
I am anxious now only to deny that these are matters of associational obliga-
tion. My argument for that kind of obligation fi xed on standing ethical and 
moral features of our relationships with others: relationships that for diff erent 
reasons threaten indignity if they are not structured by some special and 
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shared concern. Po liti cal association is among these because coercive govern-
ment destroys dignity without partnership. But the diff erent pop u lar forms 
of tribal association have no such features.

Many people do believe, as I do not, that their racial, ethnic, religious, 
and linguistic connections bestow associational rights and obligations. Per-
haps some of these convictions have a ge ne tic foundation; if so they will 
prove particularly hard to ignore and perhaps pointless to disparage. But the 
idea of these special rights and obligations has been and remains a powerful 
source of evil. Th row a dart at a spinning globe, and the odds are good that it 
will land where tribes of race, religion, or language are killing each other and 
destroying their communities in the name of some supposed group right or 
destiny. Th ese hatreds may be as enduring as they are destructive, and we 
should have no illusions that they will disappear or even ebb from human 
aff airs. But I insist that nothing in the argument of this chapter lends them 
any moral or ethical support.
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Rights

Rights and Trumps

Th e fi nal discussion of Chapter 14, about po liti cal obligation and legiti-
macy, turned an important corner. Parts One and Two of this book dis-
cussed the possibility and character of truth in morality, ethics, and other 
departments of value. Parts Th ree and Four discussed the central concepts 
of ethics, captured in the two principles of dignity, and then the central 
concepts of personal morality— our duties to aid others and not to harm 
them, and the special duties we have in virtue of performative acts like 
promising or relationships like friendship. Po liti cal obligation belongs to 
this last topic because it springs from a relationship that holds among fellow 
subjects of a po liti cal community. But it marks the transition from the per-
sonal to the po liti cal, because citizens acquit their po liti cal obligations in 
part through a separate, artifi cial collective entity. Po liti cal communities are 
only collections of individuals, but some of these individuals have special 
roles and powers that allow them to act, singly or together, on behalf of the 
community as a  whole. So we must recognize a distinct department of value: 
po liti cal morality. Ethics studies how people best manage their responsi-
bility to live well, and personal morality what each as an individual owes other 
people. Po liti cal morality, in contrast, studies what we all together owe 
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others as individuals when we act in and on behalf of that artifi cial collec-
tive person.

Th e shift of topic from personal to po liti cal morality allows a shift in style 
as well. I have written little about personal morality before, and so the last 
several chapters  were necessarily expository and somewhat detailed. In con-
trast, I have written a good deal about po liti cal morality, particularly in my 
books Life’s Dominion, Sovereign Virtue, and Is Democracy Possible  Here? so 
the remaining chapters can be more summary. I ask you to treat those books 
as incorporated into this one by reference, and I direct you to par tic u lar por-
tions of those books that amplify arguments summarized  here. I aim to re-
deem the suggestion of the fi rst pages of Chapter 1 by showing how the other 
parts of this book converge on po liti cal morality, just as each of them, to-
gether with po liti cal morality, can be seen to converge on any of them singly. 
I try to weave po liti cal morality into the overall interpretive structure. Th ere is 
a good deal of new wine in what follows. But there is old wine as well, and 
then the point, as I said much earlier, is its new bottles.

We studied ethics and personal morality through the concept of 
responsibility— what people must do for their own sake or for others— rather 
than the often corresponding idea of a right: what people are entitled to have. 
Responsibility is a particularly suitable focus for ethics, because it is more 
natural and accurate, when judging what it is to live well, to think of what we 
are responsible for doing than of what we have a right to demand. We might 
have studied morality through the idea of rights. We might have asked, for 
example, what aid we all have a right to have, even from strangers, or what 
help friends or lovers or citizens are entitled to expect from one another. 
When we come to po liti cal morality, however, rights plainly provide a better 
focus than duties or obligations, because their location is more precise: indi-
viduals have po liti cal rights, and some of those rights, at least, are matched 
only by collective duties of the community as a  whole rather than of par tic u-
lar individuals.

We begin with the idea of a po liti cal right itself: its nature and force. 
What kind of rights do we each as individuals have against our state— 
against ourselves collectively? We must be careful because people use the 
word “right” in so many diff erent senses. We speak of the “right” agricultural 
policy, for example, or the “right” approach to global warming. Politicians 
often say that people have a “right” to something— a more restrictive immi-
gration policy, for instance— when they mean only that the public wants that 



p o  l i t i  c a l  r ig h t s  a n d  c onc e p t s  

policy or that, in the politicians’ view, the public would be better off  having 
it. Sometimes, however, people use the idea of a po liti cal right in a stronger 
and more discriminating way: to declare that some interests par tic u lar people 
have are so important that these interests must be protected even from poli-
cies that would indeed make people as a  whole better off .

We might say, capturing that idea, that po liti cal rights are trumps over 
otherwise adequate justifi cations for po liti cal action. A policy is normally jus-
tifi ed, for instance, if it would make the community safer by reducing violent 
crime: that is a good all- things- considered justifi cation for increasing taxes to 
pay for more police. But increased safety is not an adequate justifi cation for 
forbidding unpop u lar speeches on street corners or for locking up suspected 
terrorists indefi nitely with no judicial review of the charges against them. 
Th ose latter policies violate po liti cal rights— the right to free speech and not 
to be punished without a fair trial. Th is trump sense of a right is the po liti cal 
equivalent of the most familiar sense in which the idea is used in personal 
morality. I might say, “I know you could do more good for more people if you 
broke your promise to me. But I have a right that you keep it nevertheless.”

Th is chapter studies po liti cal rights understood as trumps. It therefore 
treats only part of po liti cal morality; it ignores the much broader question of 
what are in general good reasons for a po liti cal community’s exercising its 
coercive power in one way rather than another. We say that the government 
should negotiate trade treaties because these are good for America’s trade bal-
ance, or that government should subsidize farmers because that would im-
prove the economy as a  whole, or that government should abolish capital 
punishment because its use demeans our society. Many such claims are infor-
mal versions of a utilitarian trade- off  argument. We concede that a new air-
port will make those who live nearby worse off  but still insist that the airport 
is in the general interest because the number it will benefi t directly and indi-
rectly is much larger. But not every claim about the general interest appeals 
to a utilitarian argument. We might think, for example, that even if capital 
punishment decreases murder, and therefore contributes to a net gain in happi-
ness, it is still unjustifi ed because the moral blight that offi  cial killings im-
poses on the community outweighs the suff ering caused by a small increase 
in murders.

I will not discuss any of these varied justifi cations for po liti cal action, but 
it is important to bear their range and diversity in mind when we ask our 
present question. What interests of individual people could be so important 
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as to trump almost all these varied other justifi cations? For utilitarians 
and other consequentialists who think that justice is necessarily a matter of 
aggregation— of improving the overall welfare of the community as a  whole—
the correct answer is: nothing. We have rejected that aggregative thesis, how-
ever, so the question is open for us. Are any interests of par tic u lar individuals 
so important that they must be allowed to trump the general welfare or any 
other all- things- considered justifi cation? If so, which interests are these— 
and why? In fact, we have already begun to answer these crucial questions. 
We began in the last chapter when we discussed po liti cal legitimacy and the 
deep connections between that pivotal idea and the two principles of human 
dignity we take to be fundamental for both ethics and morality.

I summarize the conclusion of that discussion. A po liti cal community has 
no moral power to create and enforce obligations against its members unless it 
treats them with equal concern and respect; unless, that is, its policies treat 
their fates as equally important and respect their individual responsibilities for 
their own lives. Th at principle of legitimacy is the most abstract source of po-
liti cal rights. Government has no moral authority to coerce anyone, even to 
improve the welfare or well- being or goodness of the community as a  whole, 
unless it respects those two requirements person by person. Th e principles of 
dignity therefore state very abstract po liti cal rights: they trump government’s 
collective policies. We form this hypothesis: All po liti cal rights are derivative 
from that fundamental one. We fi x and defend par tic u lar rights by asking, in 
much more detail, what equal concern and respect require.

Th at hypothesis explains the capital importance in contemporary po liti cal 
theory of certain interpretive concepts, including the concepts of equality 
and liberty. In mature democracies people almost all recognize, as an abstract 
thesis, that government must treat those it governs with equal concern and 
must allow them the liberties they need to defi ne a successful life for them-
selves. We disagree, however, about what more concrete rights follow from 
these abstract ones. We disagree, for instance, whether it follows that govern-
ment must strive to make the wealth of its citizens less unequal and, if so, how 
far it must try to make wealth absolutely equal. We also disagree about 
how far and in what way government may limit its citizens’ freedom of action 
consistently with recognizing their responsibility for their own lives; we dis-
agree, for instance, about whether laws banning pornography or abortion or 
requiring seat belts in cars off end that requirement of human dignity. We 
develop a substantive theory of po liti cal rights as trumps through our answers 
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to such questions. Th at is why po liti cal rights are so controversial across po-
liti cal cultures and even within them.

A substantive theory of po liti cal rights can be produced most eco nom ical ly 
by constructing and defending conceptions of these master interpretive con-
cepts. Th at is what I attempt in the following chapters. We aim, remember, to 
interpret the two fundamental principles of dignity so that no compromise 
between the two is necessary; so that each complements and reinforces the 
other. So we must reject the opinion now pop u lar among po liti cal phi los o-
phers that liberty and equality are confl icting values. We hope to defi ne equal-
ity and liberty together: not only as compatible but as intertwined.

Po liti cal Rights and Legal Rights

Legal rights must be distinguished from other po liti cal rights, though the 
distinction is less easy to draw than many legal theorists suppose. I discuss 
legal rights and the distinction between po liti cal and legal rights in Chapter 
19. For now we may take a standard example as a paradigm for legal rights: a 
right enacted by a legislative body of a legitimate government to be enforced 
on the demand of individual citizens through the decisions, if necessary, of 
an adjudicative institution like a court. A legal right may be designed to give 
eff ect to a preexisting po liti cal right: a general law forbidding public schools 
from excluding students of a minority race, for example. Some po liti cal com-
munities give a special status to certain legal rights of that character: they 
make them constitutional rights that can be cancelled, not by the ordinary 
pro cesses of legislation, but only, if at all, by a special pro cess that requires 
extraordinary pop u lar approval. Th e United States Constitution, for example, 
forbids government to create any law that denies freedom of religion. Th e 
constitutions of some states, including South Africa, impose a duty on gov-
ernment to provide a level of health care for all.

But no nation turns all po liti cal rights into constitutional rights or even 
ordinary legal rights. Americans have a po liti cal right to adequate health care 
or insurance, but for many long decades— until 2010— they had no proper 
legal right to either. Th eir government failed in its duty to them by not mak-
ing their po liti cal right into legal rights. And every nation creates legal rights 
that are not designed to match preexisting po liti cal rights. A law awarding 
farmers a subsidy for not growing corn, for instance, creates a legal right that 
matches no prior po liti cal right. Th at legal right is nevertheless itself a po liti cal 
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right with the power of a trump: a court must order the government to pay a 
subsidy stipulated by law even if for some reason withholding it from a par-
tic u lar farmer would be in the general interest.

Human Rights

What Are Th ey?

Human rights have had a good press since the Second World War. Dozens of 
human rights conventions and treaties have been signed, among them the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights enacted by the United Nations 
General Assembly in 1948, the Eu ro pe an Convention on Human Rights, and 
the Cairo Declaration of Human Rights. Hundreds of books, monographs, 
and studies on the subject have been published. Some people and some insti-
tutions use the phrase casually and even hyperbolically. Campaigners declare 
a human right when they mean that some policy goal— some way of making 
the world better— is particularly important or urgent. Th ey announce, for 
instance, a human right that no nuclear power plants be built or that no food 
be ge ne tically modifi ed or that workers have a stipulated vacation each year. 
I use the phrase in a stronger way that matches the strong sense of a po liti-
cal right: to designate a trump.

But how shall we then distinguish human rights from other po liti cal 
rights that also act as trumps? It seems widely agreed that not all po liti cal rights 
are human rights. People who all accept that government must show equal 
concern for all its members disagree about what economic system that re-
quires. An unfettered free market? Socialism? Redistribution according to 
some standard or goal? Which standard or goal? Egalitarians, libertarians, 
and utilitarians each present their opinion as indispensable to genuine free-
dom and equality. But almost none of them would suggest that the many na-
tions that disagree with his opinion are guilty of human rights violations: lib-
ertarians argue that taxation is theft, but few claim that it is a violation of a 
human right. Why not? Human rights are widely thought to be special and, 
according to most commentators and to po liti cal practice, more important 
and fundamental. In what way?

Th is is in the fi rst instance only a classifi catory question. It asks for a stan-
dard that a right must meet to count as a human right, though it need not 
supply or even point to a suitable test of what rights meet that standard. But, as 
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Charles Beitz has emphasized, our classifi cation cannot be arbitrary. It must 
be drawn from an interpretation of what he calls the “discursive” practice of 
human rights that now includes claims in treaties and other international 
documents and by po liti cal offi  cials, international associations of states, judicial 
bodies, nongovernmental organizations, and academic discussants. Our clas-
sifi cation must fi t that practice suffi  ciently well to make our discussion perti-
nent to it, though it should not prejudge whether the par tic u lar rights widely 
recognized in the practice should in fact be accepted as human rights.

A number of writers have suggested the following classifi catory strategy. 
Human rights are those that trump not merely collective national goals but 
also national sovereignty understood in a par tic u lar way. (Th is is often called 
the Westphalian conception of sovereignty because it was prominent in the 
understanding of the system of nation- states that the Treaties of Westphalia 
achieved.) According to this conception, one nation or group of nations must 
not interfere in the internal aff airs of another nation. Nations must not at-
tempt, by actual force or threats of force or other sanction, to dictate another 
nation’s policy or choose its rulers. Th ese writers suggest that we should clas-
sify as human rights only those rights important enough to trump national 
sovereignty on that conception. If those who claim authority over any terri-
tory violate these human rights of people in their power, then other nations 
are permitted to attempt to stop them by means that would otherwise not be 
permitted— by economic sanctions or even military invasion.

If we accepted that classifi cation and consequence, we would then have to 
decide, on other grounds, which po liti cal rights are suffi  ciently important to 
justify sanctions. Important provisos would also be necessary. Any proposed 
military incursion or severe economic sanction would have to meet two fur-
ther tests. First, the or ga ni za tion or state proposing such sanction must be 
authorized to do so under international law. Many international lawyers be-
lieve that only a single international institution, the Security Council of the 
United Nations, can authorize such action; other international lawyers dis-
agree. Th e second condition is equally important: any such sanction must 
reasonably be expected to do signifi cantly more good than harm. Even if the 
invasion of Iraq in 2003, led by the United States, had been licensed under 
international law, it would nevertheless have failed that second stipulation.

Still, even when we take due account of these further conditions, the 
trumps- over- sovereignty idea seems to set too high a bar. Human rights con-
ventions describe a variety of rights as human rights that would not justify 
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even economic sanctions, let alone military force. Th e Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights lists, as human rights, a right to education, to adequate 
housing and health care, to marriage, to adequate compensation for work, to 
equal pay for equal work, and to a presumption of innocence in criminal tri-
als. A protocol to the Eu ro pe an Convention on Human Rights prohibits 
capital punishment. It would nevertheless be wrong for the community of 
nations, even if licensed by the Security Council and likely to be successful, 
to march into any nation to establish equal pay for women or more adequate 
primary schools or to invade Florida to shut down its gas chambers or estab-
lish gay marriage there. Economic or military sanctions that inevitably infl ict 
great suff ering— most often on the most vulnerable members of the target 
state— are justifi ed only to stop truly barbaric acts: mass killing or jailing or 
torturing of po liti cal opponents or widespread and savage discrimination.

If you are drawn to the trump- over- sovereignty classifi cation, you might 
respond to that objection by insisting that the human rights conventions 
have greatly infl ated the category of human rights: that only rights whose viola-
tion would be truly barbaric should count in that category, that the rest should 
be downgraded to some diff erent category. Th at would seem a shame, how-
ever, because it has proved valuable, for international po liti cal activists and 
organizations and, particularly, domestic and international courts developing 
international customary law, to treat the large variety of rights designated in 
such documents as having the kind of universal authority the idea of human 
rights suggests. If we shrunk the category, we would have to invent a new one 
for rights suitable for recognition and enforcement in those other contexts. It 
would be better, therefore, to use a more encompassing classifi cation; this 
need not require us to recognize all the rights set out in the more extravagant 
conventions, but it should at least explain why nations and groups have been 
tempted to include such rights.

Other writers have tried a diff erent way to mark off  human rights from 
other po liti cal rights: focusing not on the force of human rights to license 
sanctions but on their substantive content. Th ey seek formulas that show why 
human rights are in some way particularly important among po liti cal rights. 
Th ese formulas have proved elusive, however, because it has proved diffi  cult to 
frame a distinction in that way. All po liti cal rights are particularly important. 
If I think that a state denies equal concern, on the right conception of that 
requirement, because it does not suffi  ciently redistribute the economic result 
of free- market transactions to its poor, then I think it denies some people the 
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lives they are entitled to have. It condemns some of them to unjust poverty. 
What could be more fundamental or important than that? How could we 
identify, in demarcating human rights, a more fundamental level of support 
than what people’s dignity requires? As that question suggests, scholarly at-
tempts to defi ne some more fundamental and more sternly required level have 
proved arbitrary.

I suggest a diff erent strategy, one based on the distinction I introduced in 
our discussion of legitimacy in Chapter 14. We disagree, across nations and 
among ourselves, about what po liti cal rights people have. We disagree, as we 
just noticed, about what economic system the right conception of equal re-
spect requires. We also disagree about what counts as the proper respect for 
people’s individual ethical responsibility: some nations make a par tic u lar re-
ligion the offi  cial religion of the state, while others, including the United 
States, regard religious establishment as unconstitutional. We disagree about 
po liti cal rights in countless other ways as well. We must therefore insist that 
though people do have a po liti cal right to equal concern and respect on the 
right conception, they have a more fundamental, because more abstract, right. 
Th ey have a right to be treated with the attitude that these debates presup-
pose and refl ect— a right to be treated as a human being whose dignity fun-
damentally matters.

Th at more abstract right— the right to an attitude— is the basic human 
right. Government may respect that basic human right even when it fails 
to achieve a correct understanding of more concrete po liti cal rights— even 
when its tax structure is, as we think, unjust. We distinguish and deploy that 
basic human right through the interpretive question described in our discus-
sion of legitimacy. We ask: Can the laws and policies of a par tic u lar po liti cal 
community sensibly be interpreted as an attempt, even if fi nally a failed at-
tempt, to respect the dignity of those in its power? Or must at least some of 
its laws and policies be understood as a rejection of those responsibilities, to-
ward either its subjects at large or some group within them? Th e latter laws or 
policies violate a human right.

Th at distinction between human rights and other po liti cal rights is of 
great practical importance and theoretical signifi cance. It is the distinction 
between mistake and contempt. Th e test, I emphasize, is interpretive; it cannot 
be satisfi ed simply by a nation’s pronouncement of good faith. It is satisfi ed 
only when a government’s overall behavior is defensible under an intelligible, 
even if unconvincing, conception of what our two principles of dignity 
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require. Nations and lawyers will of course disagree even about how and 
where that line should be drawn. But some judgments— those that match the 
world’s consensus about the most basic human rights— will be obvious. 
Nothing could be a plainer violation of the fi rst principle of dignity than acts 
that exhibit blatant prejudice— assumptions of supposed superiority of one 
caste over another or of believers over infi dels or Aryans over Semites or whites 
over blacks. Th ese are the attitudes most horribly evident in genocide. Some-
times the contempt is more personal: people in power sometimes humiliate, 
rape, or torture their victims just as a demonstration of contempt or, what 
comes to the same thing, just for amusement. No nation that supposes that 
some people are of inferior stock or that condones humiliation and torture for 
amusement can claim that it embraces an intelligible conception of human 
dignity.

Now look quickly at the second principle: that individuals have a personal 
responsibility to defi ne success in their own lives. Th at principle supports the 
traditional liberal rights of free speech and expression, conscience, po liti cal 
activity, and religion that most human rights documents include. Diff erent 
nations and cultures take diff erent views about how those liberal rights 
should be defi ned and protected in detail. Societies also diff er about what we 
might call surface paternalism. Most of us think that compulsory education 
until late adolescence and mandatory seat belts are permissible forms of pa-
ternalism, because the fi rst unqualifi edly enhances rather than diminishes a 
person’s capacity to take charge of his own life and the second helps people 
achieve what they actually want in spite of moments of acknowledged weak-
ness. Some societies indulge more serious paternalism, but they do not violate 
human rights unless that level of interference could not plausibly be under-
stood in one of these ways. Diff erent po liti cal cultures, we might say, take 
diff erent views about how the personal responsibility of individuals is to be 
protected.

But once again some acts of government express not a good- faith eff ort to 
defi ne and enforce that responsibility but rather a denial of personal respon-
sibility altogether. Governments that forbid the exercise of any but a desig-
nated religion or that punish heresy or blasphemy or deny in principle the 
right of free speech or of the press violate human rights for that reason. So do 
governments that intimidate or kill or torture people because they hate or 
fear their po liti cal opinions. Th e right not to be tortured has long been thought 
the paradigm human right, fi rst on everyone’s list. Off ering inducements like 
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a reduced sentence to an accused criminal in exchange for information, how-
ever objectionable it might seem on other grounds, leaves a prisoner’s ability 
intact to weigh costs and consequences. As I said in Chapter 10, torture is 
designed to extinguish that power, to reduce its victim to an animal for 
whom decision is no longer possible. Th at is the most profound insult to his 
dignity as conceived in our two principles. It is the most profound outrage to 
his human rights.

Th e case for other human rights on this test is equally compelling. Respect 
for the importance of any life forbids harming (as distinct from failing to aid) 
some people for the benefi t of others. It is therefore a violation of human rights 
deliberately to punish people who have committed no crime, even when this is 
supposedly for the general good; it is also fl atly inconsistent with human rights 
to punish except through procedures reasonably well calculated to protect the 
innocent. It is controversial which form of trial, subject to which procedures 
and safeguards, is necessary, but it is not controversial that some form of trial is 
required, and imprisonment without trial is therefore a violation of a human 
right. Some forms of paternalism are at least arguably consistent with personal 
responsibility, as I said. But in our age, laws that forbid property, profession, or 
po liti cal power to women cannot be reconciled with women’s responsibility for 
their own destiny. Th ese are the clear, indisputable cases. Some such acts may 
be suffi  ciently serious as to require formal economic and even, if barbaric, mili-
tary intervention, provided the two crucial conditions I described earlier are 
met. In less grave and more controversial cases the proper forum of enforce-
ment is not an economic or military battleground but the chambers of inter-
national courts and tribunals that rely on treaties, international law, or more 
informal international pressure to secure compliance.

Th is understanding of human rights helps explain the abstract character 
of the human rights treaties and documents I mentioned earlier. Th e pream-
ble to the Universal Declaration begins with a reference to the “inherent 
dignity . . .  of all members of the human family,” and many of the rights 
it specifi es seem simply to restate that perfectly abstract idea. Even the 
relatively concrete provisions— about education, work, and equal pay, for 
instance— require interpretation aimed at limiting their scope before they 
become applicable in practice. We should understand these provisions and 
comparable provisions in other treaties and documents not as attempts to 
defi ne human rights in any detail but rather as directions pointing to sensi-
tive areas in which a nation’s practices might well reveal the unacceptable 
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attitude that violates the basic human right. Th ey invite interpretive ques-
tions. Does a nation’s record of regulation of po liti cal speech or journalism, 
or its provision of health care or public education, or its broad economic 
policy, show a good- faith attempt to respect the dignity called for in the Dec-
laration’s preamble? Or does it rather show an indiff erence to or contempt for 
that dignity? In the latter case, the Declaration declares, that nation has 
violated a human right. On this understanding human rights treaties and 
conventions pose questions that await interpretive answers.

Our understanding is also helpful in answering a familiar question of 
human rights theory. Are human rights truly universal? Or is any list only 
parochial? Do human rights depend on features of local culture or history 
that universal declarations ignore? Or are some human rights, at least, in de-
pen dent of such circumstance? We answer each of these questions: yes and 
no. Th e interpretive judgment must in its nature be sensitive to diff erent eco-
nomic conditions and po liti cal and cultural profi les and histories. It must be 
sensitive to such diff erences because these plainly aff ect which of the avail-
able interpretations— an eff ort to realize equal concern and respect or indif-
ference to these ideals— is more accurate, all things considered. A health or 
education policy that would show good- faith eff ort in a poor country would 
show contempt in a rich one. But the abstract standard itself— the basic un-
derstanding that dignity requires equal concern for the fate of all and full 
respect for personal responsibility— is not relative. It is genuinely universal.

I do not mean that that abstract standard has been or is universally en-
dorsed. On the contrary, it plainly has not and is not. But if we believe in 
human rights at all— or in any other rights, for that matter— we must take a 
stand on the true basis of such rights. My understanding of human dignity 
might be defective. You must judge for yourself and, if necessary, correct my 
account. But unless you are tempted by a global skepticism about human and 
po liti cal rights, you must fi nd a basis for such rights in some formulation of 
that kind, and you must embrace that formulation not because you fi nd it 
embedded in some culture or shared by all or most nations but because you 
believe it to be true. You must make applications of your basic premise sen-
sitive to a variety of circumstance that vary across regions and nations. But 
your judgments must be grounded fi nally in something that is not relative: your 
judgment about the conditions of human dignity and the threats that coer-
cive power off ers to that dignity.

You might worry that it is both arrogant and impolitic to claim absolute 
truth as the basis of a theory of human rights. One critic calls my account of 
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dignity “theological or dogmatic” and argues that because diff erent cultures 
embrace diff erent values, it is wrong to ground a theory of human rights on 
any single one of these. But we must do that— not to prefer one culture to 
another, but to prefer truth as we judge it. We have no option. If we proceed 
in any other way— by seeking some common denominator across cultures, 
for instance— we still need a justifi cation for picking that strategy, and our 
justifi cation for that choice must claim not popularity but truth. An ecu-
menicist strategy, all the way down, is deep logical confusion.

No doubt we must take pluralism into account in deciding what account 
of human rights could possibly be agreed upon in treaties and enforced in 
practice. Perhaps— though this is far from evident— it would be wise tactics 
not to stress the principled foundations of our views when we know others 
would reject those foundations. But we need to know what we ourselves be-
lieve about human rights before we begin to negotiate or persuade. Other-
wise we can have no proper aim in view.

Human Rights and Religion

Our practical and diplomatic diffi  culties have been pointlessly magnifi ed, 
however, because so many people in Eu rope and America insist on connect-
ing human rights with some religious tradition. If we insist that human rights 
have fi nally a religious source and ground, then our appeal to those rights will 
infl ame people whose religious traditions and convictions are very diff erent 
from our own, particularly those who believe that their religion commands 
the very acts that we decry and try to punish. If we insist that human rights 
rest on religion, we also confront a paradox in our own values. We believe that 
religious tolerance is among the most basic of human rights, and we therefore 
think that it violates people’s rights to force upon them religious doctrines and 
practices that they do not accept. But is not that exactly what we do when our 
invading armies march under a banner of religious rhetoric?

Th e idea that generates these diffi  culties— that human rights have a reli-
gious foundation— is a very old one. Human rights are widely thought to 
descend from natural rights; these in turn  were supposed to be deliverances 
of natural law, which, at least in the central expository tradition of that idea, 
was understood to be divine law. Th omas Jeff erson may well have been an 
atheist— there is a dispute among historians about that— but he was only re-
porting received ideas and common rhetoric when he declared it self- evident 
that a human being is “endowed by his Creator with inalienable rights to life, 
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liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” Former president George W. Bush of-
ten announced that “freedom is God’s gift to everyone,” as if our freedom 
 were an act of divine charity. Th e religious origin of human rights is even 
more manifest in Islamic countries. Article 24 of the 1990 Cairo Declaration 
of Human Rights, for example, states, “All rights and freedoms mentioned in 
this statement are subject to the Islamic Shari’a,” and Article 25 adds, “Th e 
Islamic Shari’a is the only source for the interpretation or explanation of each 
individual article of this statement.”

In fact, however, no divine authority can provide a ground for basic hu-
man rights. On the contrary, the logic of argument runs the other way: we 
must assume the in de pen dent and logically prior existence of human rights 
in order to accept the idea of divine moral authority. I assume no par tic u lar 
view about the existence or character of a god or gods in making that perhaps 
radical claim. I do not base my rejection of ungrounded divine authority on 
atheism or any other form of skepticism. In fact I shall assume, for the pur-
pose of this chapter, that a single anthropomorphic god as conceived in tradi-
tional mono the istic religions has existed and will exist forever; that that god 
has created the universe and all forms of life in it; that he has in par tic u lar 
created human beings in his own image; that he is, moreover, an all- powerful 
creator and destroyer; and that he is all- knowing and all- foreseeing. I know 
that many people who regard themselves as religious do not accept this tradi-
tional picture. Th ey express their faith diff erently and in my view more mys-
teriously: in the declarations I mentioned in Chapter 9 that the universe 
contains a higher force or that it  houses something bigger than we are or that 
we can glimpse the divine nature only through a glass darkly and hence must 
not suppose an anthropomorphic god of which we are an image. But it will 
be easier for me to put the argument I intend if I assume a more traditional 
supernatural cosmology.

I said nothing about goodness or morality in that crude account of a god. 
I supposed that a god is an all- powerful creator, but that is not to say— or 
to deny— that that god is good. Or that he has moral authority, by which I 
mean that his commands impose genuine moral obligations. Of course, the 
Abrahamic religions attribute moral virtue and authority as well as omni-
potence and omniscience to their god, but I mean to separate those these two 
components of an overall religious view. Religions commonly have two parts: 
cosmological and evaluative. First, they answer the question of what there is 
and why. How did the world and its parts, including life and human life, 
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come to exist? What or who determines how the world will go? Is there a 
soul? If so, what happens to the soul after death? Second, religions also— but 
separately— answer the question of what there should be and why. What 
is right and what wrong? What is important and not important? What must 
I do with my life? When must I sacrifi ce it, for example? How must I treat 
other people? When, if ever, may or should I kill?

Many theologians and some phi los o phers fi nd this distinction between 
two parts of a religion illegitimate. Th ey think that goodness is an inherent 
quality of a god, so that imagining his extraordinary power without also 
imagining his goodness is impossible. Indeed, some versions of the still- robust 
ontological argument for a god’s existence include goodness as a necessary 
property. But the ancient Greek conception of the gods was very diff erent; this 
shows at least the conceptual possibility of separating omnipotence from 
goodness, and that is all I am assuming. Moreover, to repeat, I do not deny 
that the god I am assuming, the all- powerful and omniscient creature who has 
created everything, really is good, and that his commands do have moral au-
thority. I only ask what the source of that goodness and moral authority is.

Hume’s principle holds that these moral properties cannot follow directly 
from a god’s omnipotence and omniscience: we cannot derive an ought from 
an is. You can sensibly declare that a god is good and that his commands 
should be obeyed only if you accept some further background premise about 
value on which you rely. You may suppose that a god created the universe and 
created you as well. You may suppose that he has issued commands like those 
of the Ten Commandments. But you cannot infer just from those facts that 
you have any moral reason to obey those commands or that the commands 
will conduce to a morally good state of aff airs or, indeed, a state of aff airs desir-
able in any other way. You need an additional premise to draw God’s moral 
authority from his power and knowledge. Consider the analogy to govern-
ments. Terrestrial rulers are legitimate only if they satisfy certain procedural 
and substantive principles of legitimacy. Th at philosophical requirement 
holds for divine as well as mundane rule.

I am taking sides in an ancient theological controversy. Is a god good 
because he obeys moral laws, or are certain laws moral laws only because a 
god had commanded them? Th is is sometimes presented as a dilemma. If a 
god is bound by moral laws, he is not all- powerful because he cannot change 
what is fi nally right or wrong, good or bad. If, on the other hand, his com-
mands create morality, then he is good only in a trivial, tautological sense. 
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Th e dilemma is a false one: the proposition that someone’s power is less than 
it might be because he cannot turn bad into good is just another way of violat-
ing Hume’s principle. No exercise of creative power, however great, can shift 
fundamental moral truth. So the familiar idea that a god is the ultimate 
source of morality is confused: the old churchmen who said that his goodness 
refl ects some in de pen dent moral law or truth had the better of the argument.

It does not follow, of course, that a god cannot have moral authority: that 
he cannot create genuine moral duties through his commands. Parliaments 
have no moral authority unless they act in accordance with fundamental prin-
ciples of po liti cal morality, but they nevertheless can create new moral obliga-
tions when they do. I have a moral duty to pay taxes at a certain rate only be-
cause a parliament has declared that I must. So the fact that a god has no 
automatic moral authority does not refute the claim that he is responsible for 
human rights. Th ese rights may be morally imperative only because a god has 
commanded us to respect them. If that is so, however, then it is because some 
more basic principle has endowed god with the moral authority to create new 
moral rights. What could that more basic principle be?

Th e god I am imagining, who has unlimited creative and destructive ca-
pacities, enjoys stick- and- carrot power over all human beings. He can send an 
AIDS epidemic to Greenwich Village to punish homosexuals or provide a bat-
talion of virgins in heaven for murderous suicides. Many people credit their 
god’s moral authority to these powers of punishment and reward. But threats 
and bribes do not supply legitimacy. Others credit their god’s moral authority 
to the fact that he created them. Th ere is a widespread opinion that some-
one who created something— a sculptor who mixes his labor with a marble 
block— owns what he has created and therefore has moral authority, though 
no doubt limited, over what happens to it. But blocks of marble have no moral 
duty to obey their creator, and people are in any case not blocks of marble. 
Children do owe duties to their parents, and these include, though only for a 
limited time, some limited obligation to do what their parents direct. But so 
far as this authority includes the power to create moral obligation— an obliga-
tion to participate in some joint family project, for instance— it depends on a 
host of social practices and understandings of the kind we reviewed in the last 
chapter. Parental authority does not in any case stem from mere creation: 
adoptive parents have the same moral authority as biological ones. If God has 
the authority to create fresh moral obligations, this must be in consequence of 
some principle diff erent from John Locke’s theory of property.
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It may now be objected, by people whose religion is instinctive, that we do 
not need to fi nd any principle that gives a god moral authority over us. It is 
enough to say that his authority is just a moral fact we perceive or intuit as an 
act of faith. Th at would not be to lapse back into the tautology that what ever 
a god does is by defi nition good. We might concede that his goodness is sub-
stantive but still insist that we can perceive or intuit his moral authority di-
rectly, as a brute moral fact, just as many people insist that they perceive or 
intuit his existence and power as brute facts. Th is claim neglects, however, 
the crucial diff erence between the domains of fact and value that we have 
now several times noticed.

A god’s existence and achievements, if any god does exist, are matters of 
fact, albeit rather special and exotic facts. Any god’s moral authority, if this 
exists, is a matter of value. Claims of fact can be barely true: the kind of god 
I am imagining might exist, not in virtue of any law of nature but just as an 
in de pen dent brute fact. Th e world of value is diff erent: nothing is barely true 
there. Something can be right or wrong only in virtue of a principle that 
ramifi es across a  whole terrain of morality. It cannot be a bare moral fact, 
one we can just intuit, that genocide is wrong or that poor people in an 
affl  uent society have a right to basic medical care. We cannot be right or 
wrong about those claims without also and in consequence being right 
or wrong about a great deal  else. We may be ignorant of the principles in 
virtue of which an omnipotent and omniscient being has moral authority 
over us. But if we believe that he does have that moral authority, we must 
also accept that some principled account of that authority can, in principle, 
be constructed. Th is is just to repeat, in this rarefi ed context, the lessons of 
Part One and of Chapter 7.

Th e arguments for a god’s moral authority we have been reviewing to this 
point all begin in some fact that makes a god unique: his power to impose 
punishments or grant favors, his role as creator of the universe, or the special 
epistemic power of religious faith. We need a very diff erent argument: one 
that focuses not on the uniqueness of some supernatural creature but on the 
general conditions of moral authority, conditions that hold even in less ex-
alted contexts of power. We are then immediately back in familiar terrain. 
Po liti cal rulers claim moral authority: they claim the power to impose fresh 
moral obligations on those subject to their dominion through legislation and 
decree. But we do not recognize that moral authority unless the rulers’ gover-
nance is legitimate, and we do not accept government as legitimate unless it 
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treats those over whom it claims moral authority with the right attitude. It 
must show equal concern for the importance of their lives, and it must allow 
each of them responsibility for his own life. If we claim that a god has moral 
authority over all peoples, then we must suppose an equal divine concern 
and respect for all peoples. Th e idea pop u lar in some religions, that their god 
cares only or mainly for subscribers to their religion or for the par tic u lar ethnic 
stock of its faithful, subverts the claim of that religion to their god’s moral 
authority.

We must, I said, stand on our own convictions,  here as everywhere in the 
domain of value. We must insist, with due courtesy and after full refl ection, 
that we are right. But we must not appeal to our religion or our god as proof 
of that claim. We may, if so persuaded, treat our god as a moral legislator on 
less fundamental issues: on elements of our ethics or personal or even po liti cal 
morality. We may come to think that a god’s declaration makes some ethical 
ideal, some theory about how to live, true. But we cannot, without disabling 
circularity, treat any god as the source of the most fundamental part of our 
po liti cal morality: our convictions about legitimacy or about human rights.

My argument does not denigrate religion, which has been a remarkable 
force for good as well as evil over human history. Th ough the evil may be more 
prominent in our minds right now, fi xed by terror and bigotry, history is too 
complex to allow that as the fi nal word. My aim has rather been to place the 
case for human rights on a diff erent plane. We need not rely on our own reli-
gion, leaving those of other faiths behind, when we argue for the innate rights 
of all human beings. We can argue not from what divides us but from what 
unites us. We all— Muslim, Jew, or Christian, atheist or zealot— face the same 
inescapable challenge of a life to lead, death to face, and dignity to redeem.

Concepts

Criterial Error

We have found our two principles of dignity at the end of many brick 
roads— personal ethics, personal morality, po liti cal legitimacy, po liti cal 
rights, and human rights. Now we unwind these principles further to explore 
equality and liberty, the two interpretive concepts that dominate politics and 
po liti cal philosophy. I understand liberty to include both negative and posi-
tive liberty, and I therefore count the concept of democracy as part of this 
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study. We disagree about what those concepts really mean: about what gen-
uine democracy, po liti cal equality, and negative liberty really are. Th ose are 
topics for the following three chapters. I use a short advance summary  here—
which looks back to Chapter 8 and anticipates later arguments of this Part 
Five— to show why it is so important to understand that these are interpre-
tive concepts. Much energy has been wasted by the defeating assumption 
that liberty, equality, and democracy are criterial concepts that can be expli-
cated through some neutral analysis that makes no assumption about their 
value or importance. Th ese eff orts have each ended in paradox.

Liberty

Consider, for example, John Stuart Mill’s classic account of liberty: this is the 
freedom, he said, to do what one wants. If that is what liberty is, then of 
course any government must constantly abridge liberty; it does so when it 
prohibits rape or arson. But we are then confronted with a dilemma. It is 
necessary to make arson and rape criminal, but do we nevertheless commit a 
special kind of wrong, a compromise of an important value, when we do so? 
If we think not then, because we have defi ned liberty so that these laws in-
fringe liberty, we do not really value liberty for its own sake or take liberty as 
such to be essential to dignity. We only value something  else often associated 
with liberty. But what is that something  else? It does not help to say that we 
value only fundamental liberty. We must explain what makes one liberty more 
fundamental than another, and we cannot explain that by supposing that 
some commodity we name liberty is more at stake when a fundamental lib-
erty is in question.

Suppose, on the other hand, we insist that it is in itself a special kind of 
wrong to stop people from doing what they want to do— in itself bad to stop 
some people from raping others— even when this wrong is overall justifi ed. 
We then need to say why. If we are utilitarians, as Mill was, we might think 
that any constraint that causes unhappiness or frustration is harmful, and 
therefore an occasion for regret, even when necessary. But that strategy does 
not show that stopping someone from doing what he wants is a special kind 
of harm; it simply counts any unhappiness it causes in the cost column of 
a felicifi c calculus, along with other, very diff erent, sources of unhappiness, 
like government’s failure to provide air conditioning in public buildings. It 
makes liberty into nothing special.
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We cannot say that preventing rape is a special kind of harm because any 
constraint on freedom is an insult to dignity. If the argument of Chapter 14 
about po liti cal obligation is right, a legitimate government does not compro-
mise dignity when it acts to protect some citizens from the violence of others. 
If we did think that every prohibition of crime automatically compromises 
dignity, then we would have to treat much of what government now does as 
gravely wrong. My town council could not fairly stop me from painting my 
Georgian  house purple. It could hardly claim that this constraint is necessary 
to protect the safety or freedom of others, so it would be sacrifi cing my dignity 
to mere aesthetics.

Equality

Treating equality as a criterial concept has been at least equally unfortunate. 
It encourages the dismissive view that equality means fl at equality— everyone 
having the same wealth throughout their lives— because no other defi nition 
is plausible if we take equality to be criterial. It is now respectable even 
among liberals to say that equality is a false value because what is important 
is not that people have equal wealth but that those at the bottom not have less 
than is necessary for a decent life, or to avoid great in e qual ity, or something 
of the sort. Th at view has been encouraged by a dispute sparked by John 
Rawls’s account of distributive justice. His “diff erence principle” requires 
that any deviation from fl at equality of “primary goods” be such as to im-
prove the position of the worst- off  group. In some circumstances that prin-
ciple would justify off ering people with wealth- producing talents high incomes 
as an incentive to exercise those talents, because that would make everyone, 
including the poor, better off . Some critics object that the diff erence principle 
is insuffi  ciently egalitarian. For a variety of social and personal reasons, they 
declare, it is better that everyone has the same wealth, and so share a common 
fate, than that some be rich and others poor, even if everyone then has less 
material wealth.

But other, more numerous, critics declare the diff erence principle too egali-
tarian because it restricts its focus to the worst- off  group: it would be better, 
they say, to settle for what many of them term a less rigid “priority” for the 
poor. In general, they say, policy should favor those at the bottom. But sup-
pose a community must choose between an economic strategy that would 
bring much greater wealth to the large middle and lower- middle classes and a 
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diff erent strategy that would instead make a small poorest group marginally 
less poor. It would be silly, these critics insist, to choose the latter strategy. 
Or, at least, silly unless the diff erence the latter policy made to the condition 
of the poor transformed their lives rather than making only a notional im-
provement. Still other critics reject even this apparently moderate position. 
Th ey declare equality a demeaning goal and argue that a po liti cal community 
must put its faith in liberty. Some of them announce a further, though by now 
discredited, faith: that incentives for the talented will produce enough wealth 
so that some “trickles down” to the poor. Others simply say, or at least be-
lieve, that the poor should look after themselves.

Th e argument among these various opinions is spoilt by the assumption 
that when we debate how important equality is, or when it should yield to 
other values like prosperity for the middle classes, we are debating how impor-
tant it is that everyone have the same thing. We then face diffi  culties like those 
created by the supposedly neutral sense of liberty. Is equality, so understood, 
a value in itself? Is it intrinsically good that diff erent people have the same 
wealth, so that any deviation from fl at equality is regrettable even if it is justi-
fi ed by some overriding consideration like economic rationality? Th at seems 
implausible. Why is it desirable that people should have the same wealth, 
when some spend while others save, or when some work and others play?

We may decide, for these reasons, that fl at equality is not in itself of any 
moral signifi cance. Th en why should we debate how far we should strive to 
approach that goal? Why should we then suppose, for example, as Rawls does, 
that deviations from fl at equality need special justifi cation? But if, on the 
other hand, we decide that fl at equality of wealth is indeed good in itself, then 
why should that value be compromised at all? If at all, when? What competi-
tive value requires that compromise and mea sures the desired extent? How 
should we decide whether it is better overall to have less of the intrinsic value 
of equality so that the middle class can be more prosperous, for instance? 
From what neutral perspective or metric can we make and defend that judg-
ment? Again, nothing seems available except a sterile clash of “intuitions.”

Democracy

Th e debate about democracy— equality in the po liti cal sphere— has suff ered 
in the same way. Phi los o phers and po liti cal scientists have gravitated to a sup-
posedly neutral account of democracy: democracy is government according to 
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the will of the majority expressed in reasonably frequent elections with nearly 
full suff rage after po liti cal debate with free speech and a free press. With some 
such defi nition in hand, lawyers and politicians argue about whether the 
American practice of judicial review (now emulated to a greater or lesser ex-
tent in many other nations) can be justifi ed. Under that practice, a court— 
fi nally, in America, the Supreme Court— can rule that a law adopted by a 
parliament that represents majority will is nevertheless so off ensive to funda-
mental constitutional rights that it has no legal eff ect. Some lawyers and phi-
los o phers condemn the practice as off ensive to democracy. Others defend it on 
the ground that while democracy is important, it is not the only value and 
must sometimes be compromised to serve other values like human rights.

Once again this approach produces only dilemma: we encounter the same, 
now familiar, problem. Is democracy, understood as majority rule, something 
valuable in itself? Th at seems at least doubtful. Why should the fact that nu-
merically more people favor one course of action over another signal that 
the more favored policy is either fairer or better? We might say: when people 
locked in a joint enterprise disagree about what should be done, the only fair 
solution is to count heads. But that must be rejected as a universal default 
principle of fair play: it is not automatically true. Another hoary philosophical 
example: When a lifeboat is overcrowded and one passenger must go over-
board to save the rest, majority vote would seem close to the worst method 
of choosing the victim. Personal attachments and antagonisms would play a 
role they should not play, and so a lottery would be much superior. Th ose at-
tachments and antagonisms spoil politics as well, but on a much larger scale, 
and this makes the idea that majority vote is intrinsically or automatically 
fair in that context seem at least dubious.

But if democracy means majority rule, and majority rule is not something 
desirable in itself, then why should we care so much to protect our democ-
racy? Or to expand democracy in other countries through any means we can 
adopt? Why do we argue so much about whether judicial review is demo-
cratic or whether replacing our fi rst- past- the- post election machinery with 
proportional repre sen ta tion would make us more demo cratic? In these and a 
hundred other ways we do treat democracy as a value, and accepting that it is 
not— that there is nothing intrinsically good about it— would make much of 
our po liti cal life silly.
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A Better Program

Th ere is nothing to be said for the standard defi nitions of equality, liberty, 
and democracy proposed by Mill, Rawls, and most po liti cal scientists. Th ey 
do not track the criteria everyone uses when he identifi es egalitarian policies, 
liberal societies, or demo cratic institutions. Th ere are no such shared criteria; 
if there  were, we would not argue in the way we do. Some phi los o phers who 
assume that all concepts are criterial conclude that the failure of agreement 
makes the concepts useless and that we should manage without them. We 
should ask not what is demo cratic but what system of government is better 
on the  whole; not whether equality or liberty is good but what distribution of 
resources or opportunities is best. Th is reductive approach is deceptive, how-
ever. It is appropriate only for those who already hold some theory, like the 
more fantastic versions of utilitarianism, that off er a single factual metric of 
po liti cal value against which all policies and institutions can be tested. With-
out such a fantasy we are left with no rudder in the current. How do we even 
begin to decide what form of government or distribution of resource is better, 
if we have no background ideals to guide us?

We do better when we accept that the familiar concepts of po liti cal virtue 
are interpretive concepts. Th en we understand why they are so prominent in 
the politics of nations whose po liti cal cultures  were dramatically reformed in 
the Enlightenment. We understand why the defi ning revolutions of those na-
tions  were explicitly dedicated to liberty, equality, and democracy and yet 
settled very little about what these actually mean. We also understand how 
we should proceed to develop our own conceptions of these values: our own 
convictions about the concrete po liti cal rights they name. Th e proper distri-
bution of wealth into private and collective property is the distribution re-
quired by the community’s obligation to treat the lives of every member with 
equal concern. For a community that accepts the fi rst principle of dignity, a 
theory of economic equality just is a theory of distributive justice: the two 
concepts are identical. For a community that accepts the second principle, a 
conception of liberty must show the proper respect for the responsibility of 
each person to identify and pursue success in his own life. A conception of 
liberty includes a conception of that responsibility. In such a community, the 
distribution of po liti cal power must refl ect both these principles: the struc-
ture and decisions of government must acknowledge both people’s equal im-
portance and their personal responsibility. A conception of democracy is a 
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conception of how that challenge is best met through po liti cal structures and 
practices. Because we aim to interpret our two principles as mutually sup-
porting, not confl icting, we must try to develop conceptions of equality, lib-
erty, and democracy that support one another as well.

Th is strategy for studying po liti cal rights is strikingly diff erent from what is 
often called the historical approach. Many philosophers— Isaiah Berlin and 
Bernard Williams  were prominent recent examples— have argued that we 
cannot appreciate the character or force of a po liti cal concept like liberty until 
we have gained a sense through history of what it meant to our po liti cal pre-
de ces sors. In one sense the project I recommend is historical: it is right to 
treat liberty, equality, and democracy as interpretive concepts only if those 
concepts function as interpretive, and the question whether they do has a his-
torical dimension. In that way interpretation engages history, but history does 
not fi x interpretation.

I do not mean that a concept is interpretive only if those who use it under-
stand that it is interpretive. As I said earlier, very few people have the concept 
of a concept, let alone the concept of an interpretive concept. I mean that we 
must be able to make best sense of the concept’s use over history— best sense 
of the ways in which people take themselves to be agreeing and disagreeing—
by supposing that it is interpretive. If the great po liti cal concepts are indeed 
interpretive, however, then history is no privileged guide to their best inter-
pretation. Th e fact that throughout modern history many people have sup-
posed that taxes infringe liberty or that democracy means absolute majority 
rule does not mean that an interpretation that denies this is false. Th ey may 
have been— I think they  were— mistaken. Perhaps those phi los o phers who 
believe that a study of these concepts must be densely historical have simply 
assumed that the concepts are criterial. If so, it is their approach, not the one 
I recommend, that is unhistorical.



Philosophy and Shame

Poverty makes an odd subject for refl ective philosophy; it seems fi t only for 
outrage and struggle. In most of the rich countries the distance between the 
comfortable and the poor is unconscionably great; in some, including the 
United States, the distance increases relentlessly. In these circumstances aca-
demic po liti cal philosophy must seem artifi cial and self- indulgent. Th eories 
of distributive justice almost inevitably urge radical reform in the advanced 
capitalist communities in which they are most avidly studied. But the practical 
possibility of anything like the reform they recommend is remote. Left- of- 
center politicians struggle, with at most moderate success, to achieve incre-
mental gains for those at the bottom, and the best politics is politics that does 
not ask more than the comfortable majority is willing to give. Th e gap be-
tween theory and politics is particularly great and depressing in racially or 
ethnically diverse communities; majorities continue to be reluctant to help 
poor people who are markedly diff erent from them. It is nevertheless impor-
tant to continue to trouble the comfortable with argument, especially when, 
as I believe is now the case, their selfi shness impairs the legitimacy of the 
politics that makes them comfortable. At a minimum they must not be al-
lowed to think that they have justifi cation as well as selfi shness on their side.

16

Equality
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Th eories of distributive justice are highly artifi cial in a further and diff erent 
way. Th ey rely heavily on the furniture of fantasy: fi ctitious ancient contracts, 
negotiations among amnesiacs, insurance policies that will never be written or 
sold. John Rawls imagines people negotiating terms of an original po liti cal 
constitution behind an opaque curtain that hides from each what he really is, 
thinks, and wants. I imagine desert- island auctions that might take months 
to complete. Th is second kind of artifi ciality is inevitable, however. If we are to 
reject politics as the fi nal arbiter of justice, we must supply something  else to 
defi ne what justice requires, some other way of showing what equal concern 
and respect really do demand. Given our complex and deeply unfair economic 
structure, with its own dense history, it is diffi  cult to do this without heroically 
counterfactual exercises.

It would be worse than pointless, however, for po liti cal phi los o phers to 
describe angelic societies that actual human beings could not even approach. 
Or to suppose that our own communities could be improved only by an ac-
tual completely fresh start: by a voluntary return to a state of nature or an 
isolated island with con ve nient veils or bidding chips at hand. A useful theory 
of distributive justice must show which of the minimal steps we can actually 
take now are steps in the right direction. If phi los o phers build ivory towers, 
they must set some Rapunzel at the top so that we can, slowly, climb higher. 
Th e economist Amartya Sen has criticized what he calls the “transcendental-
ist” theories of justice off ered by Rawls and others, including me, for their 
exclusive concern with “one- shot” achievements of perfection and their corre-
sponding neglect of comparative judgments of actual po liti cal systems. His 
criticism is unfounded, but it would be damning if accurate.

False Conceptions

Laissez- faire

Coercive government is legitimate only when it attempts to show equal con-
cern for the fates of all those it governs and full respect for their personal re-
sponsibility for their own lives. (Edwin Baker had reservations about this 
claim even at that abstract level.) Because we know that moral truth cannot 
be bare truth, we must seek an interpretation of those two demands that 
produces not confl ict but mutual reinforcement. One interpretation of the 
fi rst requirement is pop u lar among po liti cal conservatives and would indeed 
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avoid confl ict. Th is denies that the distribution of material resources is a 
proper function of government at all. On this view, government treats people 
with equal concern simply by allowing them all the freedom they need to 
work, buy and sell, save or spend, as they themselves can and think best. 
Th eir wealth would then be very unequal, because some people are much 
more talented in production and management than others, wiser in invest-
ment and more frugal in spending, and some inevitably have better luck than 
others. But that is not the doing of government and therefore cannot be taken 
to signal any lack of equal concern for those who fail, any more than the fact 
that most runners lose a race signals a lack of concern for the losers by the race 
organizers.

Th is pop u lar argument is silly because it assumes that government can be 
neutral about the results of the economic race. In fact, everything the govern-
ment of a large po liti cal community does— or does not do— aff ects the re-
sources that each of its citizens has and the success he achieves. Of course, his 
resources and success are also a function of many other variables, including 
his physical and mental abilities, his past choices, his luck, the attitudes of 
others toward him, and his power or desire to produce what others want. We 
might call these his personal economic variables. But the impact of these 
personal variables on his actual resources and opportunities must in every 
case also depend on the po liti cal variables: on the laws and policies of the 
communities in which he lives or works.

A community’s laws and policies constitute its po liti cal settlement. Tax 
laws are of course central to a po liti cal settlement, but every other part of the 
law belongs to that settlement as well: fi scal and monetary policy, labor law, 
environmental law and policy, urban planning, foreign policy, health care 
policy, transportation policy, drug and food regulation, and everything  else. 
Changing any of these policies or laws changes the distribution of personal 
wealth and opportunity in the community, given the same choices, luck, ca-
pacities, and other personal variables of each person. So we cannot avoid the 
challenge of equal concern by arguing that the resources an individual has 
depend on his choices, not government’s choices. Th ey depend on both. Th e 
po liti cal settlement, which is under the community’s control, fi xes the op-
portunities and consequences of choice for each individual for each of the 
sets of choices about education, training, employment, investment, produc-
tion, and leisure he might make, and for each of the events of good or bad 
luck he might encounter. It is a clumsy evasion to say that a laissez- faire 
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policy, which simply means one set of laws rather than another, is not the act 
of government.

Th e footrace analogy reveals the weakness of the claim that government 
can be neutral about distribution. Properly designed races are not neutral: 
they are rigged so that people with par tic u lar skills are more likely to win. 
Th at kind of rigging is not bias; it treats people as equals because they are as-
sumed to share that sense of the purpose of the enterprise. But the point of 
living together in legitimate po liti cal communities subject to the principles of 
dignity is not to identify and reward any par tic u lar set of skills, qualities, or 
luck, so laws that will predictably have that result may well be biased.

Utility

Th at observation might suggest a diff erent strategy for defending laissez- faire 
government, however. On this view, the point of government is to identify 
and reward productive skill, not as an end in itself but in order to make the 
community more prosperous overall. We can put that claim more formally in 
the vocabulary of utilitarianism: we treat each person as an equal by valuing 
his plea sure (or happiness or welfare or success) equally in choosing policies 
that will increase the aggregate of plea sure (or one of those other commodi-
ties) in the community as a  whole. Utilitarianism has been and remains an 
infl uential position in po liti cal theory. But it off ers an unpersuasive interpre-
tation of equal concern. Parents would not show equal concern for all their 
children if they spent their entire available bud get educating only those who 
 were likely to earn heavily in the market. Th at would not treat the success of 
each child’s life as equally important. Concern for a large group of persons is 
not the same thing as concern for its members one by one. Yes, an aggrega-
tion strategy values happiness or welfare or some other interpretation of util-
ity, no matter in which person it resides. But that is concern for a commodity, 
not for a person.

Welfare

Th ese two responses to the challenge of equal concern— that the distribution 
of resources is not the business of government, and that government’s goal 
should be to maximize some aggregate good— have at least this virtue: they 
recommend policies that respect people’s individual responsibility for their 
own lives. But neither off ers a reasonable conception of what it is to treat 
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people with equal concern. Now we should notice a group of theories that fail 
in the opposite way. Th ese aim to make people equal in welfare or well- being 
or capability according to some conception of what counts as well- being or 
what opportunities or capabilities are important.

Th ey aim, for example, at making people equally happy or giving priority 
to the least happy, all as tested by some happiness Geiger counter. Or they 
aim to make people equally successful in their own lights. Or equal in their 
opportunities for achieving happiness or well- being. Or equal in their over-
all capabilities. But people disagree about what happiness is, and they value 
happiness diff erently; some are ready, even anxious, to sacrifi ce happiness for 
other goals. Th ey also disagree in their views about what makes their lives 
successful: some have much more ambitious— and expensive— plans than 
others. So they also diff er, for both these reasons, in their view about what 
they need by way of opportunities to be happy or what capabilities are more 
important than others. If a community set out to make people equal in any 
of these welfare commodities, then it would necessarily be imposing on ev-
eryone its collective judgment of what lives are good and how to live well. It 
would annihilate personal responsibility even more fundamentally in an-
other way, moreover: it would aim to insure that people  were equal in the 
designated welfare commodity, no matter what choices they had made or 
risks they had run. Personal responsibility would count for almost nothing.

We must try to avoid both these errors: we need a theory of distributive 
justice that satisfi es both our two principles. Th e welfare- based theories of 
the last paragraph show that we can do that only if we choose, as our basic 
metric, not people’s happiness or opportunities or capabilities for achieving 
happiness but some test for equality that is as shorn of assumptions about 
welfare or well- being as possible. We must concentrate on resources, not 
welfare, and we must distinguish between personal and impersonal resources. 
Someone’s personal resources are his physical and mental capacities; his 
impersonal resources consist in his wealth, mea sured as abstractly as possible. 
Only impersonal resources can be mea sured without welfare assumptions, and 
only these can be distributed through economic transactions and redistrib-
uted through taxation or other government programs. We must aim, as a fi rst 
approximation, to make members of our po liti cal community equal in those 
material resources. Th at goal might seem perverse, because it aims to make 
people equal in what they value only as a means. Reasonable people want re-
sources not for their own sake but to make their lives better or better lived. 
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But that is the point. A community that respects personal ethical responsibility 
must concentrate on a fair distribution of means when it fi xes its po liti cal set-
tlement. It must leave the choice of ends to its citizens one by one.

Equality of Resources

Th e Envy Test

What po liti cal settlement, seeking what distribution of resources, fi ts our 
two principles taken together? I have proposed a fantasy answer. Imagine 
people shipwrecked on an empty island with diverse natural resources. Th ey 
are each given an equal number of clamshells as bidding tokens, and they 
compete in an auction for individual own ership of the island’s resources. 
When the auction fi nally ends, and everyone is satisfi ed that he has used his 
clamshells most effi  ciently, the following “envy” test will necessarily be satis-
fi ed. No one will want to trade his bundle of resources for anyone  else’s bundle, 
because he could have had that other bundle in place of his own if he had so 
wanted. Because the result is an envy- free distribution in that sense, the strat-
egy treats everyone with equal concern. Each person understands that his situ-
ation refl ects that equal concern: his wealth is a function of what others want 
as well as what he wants. Th e strategy also respects the personal responsibility 
of each bidder for his own values. He uses his clamshells to acquire the re-
sources that he deems best suited to the life he deems best. He is limited, in 
designing that life, by what he discovers are the choices of others, and there-
fore of what he can have available for what ever life he designs. His choices are 
not limited by any collective judgments about what is important in life, but 
only by the true opportunity costs to others of what he chooses. (I discuss the 
nature of true opportunity costs and their role in establishing a theory of 
justice, together with Samuel Freeman’s comments on that role, in a note.)

Th e fantasy distribution respects both our principles: it provides attractive 
conceptions of both equal concern and full respect. But you and I are not 
shipwrecked passengers on a newly discovered and abundantly stocked is-
land. How far and in what way can we be guided by the fantasy in the very 
diff erent situation of modern economies? Th e story has an immediate nega-
tive lesson. A command or socialist economy in which prices, wages, and 
production are set collectively by offi  cials would be a very imperfect realiza-
tion of our values. Th e decisions of a command economy are collective: they 
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refl ect a collective decision about what ambitions, and hence which resources, 
are best suited to a good life. A free market is not equality’s enemy, as is often 
supposed, but indispensable to genuine equality. An egalitarian economy is a 
basically capitalist economy.

Th at bald claim must, however, quickly be qualifi ed in two crucial ways. 
First, it is essential to the justice of the island auction that the price someone 
pays for what he acquires refl ects the true opportunity cost to others of his 
acquiring it, but actual markets in capitalist economies are often corrupted 
in ways that defeat that condition. Regulation is therefore often needed to 
perfect the freedom or effi  ciency of a market: to protect it against distortions 
of monopoly or externality. Th ese distortions include (as we have recently 
come to learn) exaggerated risk in search of exaggerated profi t when the risk 
falls largely on those who took no part in the decision and would have little 
share in any gain. Climate impact is another important example of distortion: 
because the market cannot easily be structured to refl ect the opportunity costs 
of energy consumption now to future generations, extra- market regulation 
seems necessary. Th ese adjustments to a free market do not contradict the 
spirit of this understanding of equal concern; on the contrary, they enforce 
that understanding by better matching people’s resources to the true opportu-
nity cost of what they do or consume.

Th e second qualifi cation is very diff erent and must occupy us at some 
length. Th e fantasy auction scheme shows equal concern, I said, because the 
result satisfi es the envy test I described. What each islander has is fi xed by his 
own choices, given the choices others make from an equal base. When the 
auction is fi nally over, however, and the islanders begin their economic lives, 
the envy test soon fails. Th ey plant, manufacture, and consume using the 
resources they acquired in the auction, and they enter into transactions with 
one another, each trading to improve his situation. Some of the diff erences 
this activity generates refl ect their choices— to consume rather than save, to 
rest rather than work, or to produce poetry that others do not much want 
rather than corn, which is pop u lar. Th e envy test is still met in spite of these 
diff erences if we apply that test over time: people’s resources continue to 
be sensitive to their choices. But other diff erences do corrupt the envy test. 
Some islanders do not have much talent to produce what the markets value, 
or they fall sick, or they make responsible investments that nevertheless fail. 
Th ey then have fewer resources with which to build a life, not as a conse-
quence of, but in spite of, the choices they have made. Now the envy test fails 
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because their resources do not depend, after all, only on their choices. Th e 
market is no longer egalitarian.

Ex Ante or Ex Post?

How should we respond? Runners in a fair race are equally placed, all at the 
starting line, before the race begins. Th ey are ex ante equal. But they are not 
equally placed after the race has been run: ex post one has beaten the others. 
Which is the right temporal focus for justice? Does equal respect require try-
ing to satisfy the envy test, so far as we can, ex ante, before the impact of 
transactions and luck? Or ex post, after those events have run their course? A 
government committed to ex post equality undertakes, so far as this is pos-
sible, to bring citizens who lack market skills to the same economic level 
as those with more skills and to restore those who have fallen ill or suff ered 
handicaps to the position they would otherwise have occupied. A govern-
ment that aims at ex ante equality, on the other hand, responds diff erently. It 
aims that its citizens face these contingencies in an equal position; in par tic u-
lar, that they have an opportunity to buy appropriate insurance against low 
productive talent or bad luck on equal terms.

At fi rst blush ex post compensation might seem the more appropriate goal. 
People who are unemployed or who are badly injured or crippled and who re-
ceive only what an insurance policy might pay by way of compensation re-
main in a much worse position than others. Insurance payments typically do 
not compensate fully, and for some instances of bad luck— terrible physical 
disability— they fall sickeningly short of restoring people to their prior posi-
tion. So long as the community can improve the situation of someone who has 
been a victim of bad luck, then equal concern might seem to require that it do 
that. In fact, however, the ex post approach, even so far as it is possible, is a 
very poor understanding of equal concern. Th e ex ante approach is better.

Investment luck, very broadly understood, is an important reason why 
people’s income and wealth diff er. You and I study fi nancial charts with 
equal care and make equally intelligent though diff erent choices. Your stocks 
thrive and mine wither; you are rich and I am poor and this is only because 
your luck has been better than mine. But if our po liti cal community under-
took to erase this consequence of luck, it would undermine the responsibility 
each of us exercised; if it made our investment choices pointless in that way, 
we would cease to invest. Many of the most important decisions we make are 
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also investment decisions whose consequences turn on luck: any educational 
or training decision might be undermined by unforeseeable technological 
shifts that make our par tic u lar training useless, for instance. If the commu-
nity aimed to insure that our fate in no way depended on how any such in-
vestment gambles fare— if it guaranteed that we are equal in wealth, whether 
or not our choice of career turned out to be suited to our tastes or talents or 
market conditions— it would end by crippling our own responsibility for our 
choices. So any plausible version of an ex post approach would have to draw 
a distinction between investment and other forms of luck and rule out the 
former as a ground for redistribution.

Th at distinction would be diffi  cult to draw. But ex post compensation 
would be not a reasonable goal, even if restricted to noninvestment luck. Any 
community that undertook to spend all it could to improve the position of its 
blind or crippled members, for example, until further expenditure would not 
even marginally benefi t them, would have nothing left to spend on anything 
 else, and the lives of all other citizens would be miserable in consequence. 
Th at policy would refl ect no one’s actual priorities, including the antecedent 
priorities of the victims of terrible accidents. If the choice had been up to 
them before they  were injured, they would not have spent everything they 
had to buy the best possible accident insurance policy, because they would 
not have thought, given the odds, that it made sense to compromise their 
lives in every other respect to secure the most expensive possible insurance. 
Th e ex post compensation approach to bad luck is irrational.

It remains wrong even if we apply it to erase the consequences, not of bad 
luck as ordinarily understood, but only of the bad ge ne tic luck of not having 
talents prized in the contemporary market. If the community restores people 
to a condition of equal wealth, no matter what choices they make about work 
and consumption, then, as I said, it destroys rather than respects this dimen-
sion of responsibility. But there is no way fully to erase the consequences of 
diff erences in talent without adopting that foolish remedy. It is impossible in 
principle, not simply practically impossible, to distinguish the consequences 
of choice and capacity across the range of economic decision, because prefer-
ence and capacity interact in both directions. Our preferences both shape the 
talents we are disposed to develop and are shaped by the talents we believe we 
have. So we cannot separate choice from ge ne tic luck in what might seem the 
most direct way: by making sure, ex post, that people’s wealth refl ects only 
the former and no tinge of the latter.
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Equal concern does indeed require that a community compensate in some 
way for bad luck. But we need an understanding of compensation that is 
compatible with the right respect for individual responsibility, and we must 
therefore seek an ex ante approach. Th is aims, as I said, to situate people 
equally as they face both economic decisions and the contingencies that 
hedge those decisions. An economic market for investment, wage, and con-
sumption is a crucial step toward that equality, because it allows people’s de-
cisions to carry costs or gain rewards that are mea sured by the impact of 
those decisions on other people. But we need a further step: we need to place 
people in the position they would have occupied if they had been, at a point 
before the decisions and events that shaped their lives began, equally able to 
protect themselves against these diff erent dimensions of bad luck through ap-
propriate insurance. Th at step unfortunately requires the kind of fantasy spec-
ulation that I referred to earlier. For of course it is impossible that people could 
ever be equally able to insure in any real insurance market; certainly impos-
sible before their ge ne tic luck begins, because before that point they do not 
even exist.

Hypothetical Insurance

We must return to our island. Now we notice that insurance is among the 
resources auctioned. Some islanders undertake to insure others, in competi-
tion with other insurers, at market clamshell rates. When the auction ends, ex 
ante equality has been preserved and future transactions maintain it. How 
does this expanded story help us? It teaches us the importance of the following 
hypothetical question. What level of insurance against low income and bad 
luck would people in our own actual community buy if the community’s ac-
tual wealth was equally divided among them, if no information was avail-
able that would lead anyone or any insurer to judge that he was more or less at 
risk than others, and if everyone otherwise had state- of- the- art information 
about the incidence of diff erent kinds of bad luck and the availability, cost, 
and value of medical or other remedies for the consequences of that bad luck?

We can sensibly speculate about answers to that question from information 
readily available about what kinds of insurance insurers actually do off er and 
people actually do buy. Of course, there must be a large range of uncertainty 
in any answer we give. We cannot specify any par tic u lar coverage level that we 
can be confi dent any specifi c number of people would buy under the fanciful 
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counterfactual conditions we imagine. But that need not be our aim. We can 
try to identify a top coverage level at which we can sensibly assume that most 
people in our community would have chosen to insure, given what we know 
about their needs and preferences, and given the premium structure that that 
coverage would require. We cannot answer even that question with any 
pretense to exactitude. But we can dismiss some answers as plainly too low. 
We can identify a coverage level such that it would be foolish for most people, 
given their preferences as we can ascertain them, not to buy coverage at 
that level.

We can then insist that our offi  cials use at least that coverage level as a guide 
to redistributive programs of diff erent kinds. We might aim to collect from the 
community, through taxes, an amount equal to the aggregate premium that 
would have been paid for universal coverage at that level and then distribute, to 
those who need it, ser vices, goods, or funds that match what that coverage 
would have provided them in virtue of their bad luck. We would fund unem-
ployment and low wage insurance, medical care insurance, and social security 
for people in retirement in that way. It is important to notice that by hypothesis 
any community can aff ord the programs that this insurance scheme describes: 
those programs would not be irrational in the way those mandated by a goal of 
ex post compensation would be. On the contrary, because the programs the 
scheme identifi es refl ect reasonable assumptions about the overall preferences 
of the community over risk and insurance, a government that did not provide 
them would fail in its economic responsibilities.

Paternalism?

Our overall ambition, remember, is to provide a scheme of distributive justice 
that satisfi es both principles of dignity. It might now be objected that the hypo-
thetical insurance scheme I just summarized off ends the second principle be-
cause it is, in eff ect, mandatory. (Arthur Ripstein off ers this objection and an-
other concern.) Th e scheme assumes that most citizens would have purchased 
insurance at least at the coverage levels and for the premiums it stipulates. But 
perhaps some would not, and taxing those citizens under the scheme (or in-
deed, awarding them benefi ts under it) is therefore, according to this objection, 
a paternalistic imposition of a supposedly reasonable choice upon them.

Th e point calls for further explanation, but the objection is not yet well 
framed. Paternalism means imposing a decision on someone supposedly for 
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his own good but contrary to his own sense of what that is. Th e hypothetical 
insurance scheme makes assumptions, on the contrary, about what citizens’ 
preferences would have been in circumstances very diff erent from those anyone 
has actually encountered. It is no more paternalistic to assume, for any indi-
vidual, that he would have chosen to buy the insurance at what we judge to be 
a level at which most people would have insured than it would be to suppose 
that he would not have bought that insurance and to treat him accordingly.

So the scheme is not paternalistic. But it is probabilistic. No one can sensibly 
think or argue that he would not have made the decision we assume most 
people would have made. Th e counterfactuals are too deep for any such indi-
vidualized judgment: the scheme’s claims can only be statistical. But he can 
rightly say that he might not have made it. Th at fact presents an issue not of 
paternalism but of fairness. We can treat individual citizens on either of two 
assumptions, and it seems fair to treat them, lacking any information to the 
contrary, as if each would have done what we judge most would have done.

Th is is our justifi cation. We aim to charge people the true opportunity 
costs of their choices. Th ough we must rely on actual markets in production 
and wage, we must supplement and correct those markets in a variety of 
ways. In par tic u lar we must try to eliminate the eff ects of bad luck and other 
misfortunes by judging what a more comprehensive and fairer market would 
have revealed as the opportunity costs of provision against those misfortunes. 
We must make probabilistic counterfactual assumptions in that exercise, to 
be sure. But that seems fairer than the alternatives, which are either to leave 
the misfortunes uncorrected or to choose some level of redistributive transfer 
payments through politics guided only by raw reactions of fairness that have 
no ground in theory and are likely to be stingy in practice. We choose the 
hypothetical insurance device, even though it requires rough judgments of 
probability, as more faithful to the overall opportunity costs conception of 
fairness. Th at is the best we can do to show equal concern and the right re-
spect for individual responsibility. Our overall interpretive project endorses 
a redistributive scheme modeled on hypothetical insurance assumptions for 
that reason. (Amartya Sen off ers a number of further objections to the hy-
pothetical insurance scheme.)

Laissez- faire Again

Th at completes my summary sketch of a design for a po liti cal settlement that 
merges equal concern by government and personal responsibility for citizens. 
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(I have elsewhere described in much more detail the tax structure that this 
exercise would generate and the social programs it would justify.) But we 
must take care not to confuse our ex ante approach, which features ex ante 
compensation, with a diff erent ex ante approach— misleadingly called equal-
ity of opportunity— that is pop u lar among po liti cal conservatives. Th is holds 
that we show equal concern by letting the chips fall where they may: it allows 
no redistribution of market rewards and insists those who have bad luck must 
bear it themselves. Th is is just a form of the laissez- faire doctrine I mentioned 
at the outset of this discussion. Proponents say that laissez- faire rewards indi-
vidual responsibility. But people with little market talent or bad luck can reply 
that it does not show equal concern, because a diff erent economic arrange-
ment is available that also satisfi es the requirements of individual responsibil-
ity and that shows more appropriate concern for them.

Equality of resources, understood as I have described it, may reward quali-
ties of productive intelligence, industry, dedication, shrewdness, or contri-
bution to the wealth of others. But that is not its aim. It does not even suppose 
that these are virtues; it certainly does not suppose that a life earning more 
money is a better or more successful life. It presumes only that we treat 
people with equal concern when we allow each to design his own life, aware 
that his choices will have, among other consequences, an impact on his own 
wealth. However, it is crucial to this understanding that the character and 
degree of that impact refl ect the eff ect his choices have on the fortunes of 
 others: the cost to others, in lost opportunities for themselves, of the various 
decisions he has made.



Th e Dimensions of Freedom

Two Kinds of Liberty?

Equality may be in decline, but liberty is in vogue. We fi ght wars in its name, 
and po liti cal parties denounce other parties for ignoring it. But, like equality, 
liberty is an interpretive concept: politicians all promise to respect it, but they 
disagree about what it is. Some say that taxation destroys the freedom we cher-
ish; others that taxation makes that freedom possible. Some think that the pro-
liferation of pollution controls has compromised liberty; others that it has made 
people more free. We might be tempted to say: given that people mean such dif-
ferent things when they talk about liberty, we should stop using that term and 
instead just argue about what kind of government is good government. But as I 
said earlier, that reductive suggestion comes to nothing. We believe that it is 
a condition of good government that it respect the second principle of dignity, 
and so we must ask what that means. What ever language we use, we are then 
asking for the best understanding of liberty. So we must treat liberty as an inter-
pretive concept and treat our disagreements about liberty as genuine.

However, we face the further question whether there are not one but two 
interpretive concepts of liberty. Two famous essays make that claim— 
Benjamin Constant’s Th e Liberty of the Ancients and the Liberty of the Mod-
erns, and Isaiah Berlin’s Two Concepts of Liberty. Th e argument they make in 
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diff erent ways seems plausible, and it has been very widely accepted among 
po liti cal phi los o phers and thoughtful lawyers. In po liti cal theory the dis-
tinction comes to this. We must distinguish two very diff erent questions. 
Both assume that government, at least of and by human beings, is inevitably 
coercive. Th e fi rst asks: By whom— and with whom— should I be coerced? 
Th e second asks: How much should I be coerced?

A po liti cal theory calls for positive liberty if it insists, in response to the 
fi rst question, that people must be permitted to play a role in their own coer-
cive governance: that government must in some sense or another be self- 
government. A theory calls for negative liberty if it insists, in response to the 
second question, that people must be free of coercive government over some 
substantial range of their decisions and activities. Both these ideas— of posi-
tive and negative liberty— are initially puzzling. How can coercive govern-
ment by a group larger than a single person be self- government for everyone? 
If coercive government is legitimate at all, then how can we carve out some 
area of decision and activity that government has no right to regulate?

Th e second principle of dignity explains why we should regard answers to 
these two questions, which seem so diff erent, as both theories of liberty. 
People must be allowed responsibility for their own lives, and, as I said when 
we considered po liti cal obligation in Chapter 14, that responsibility is com-
patible with governance by others only when certain conditions are met. I 
described those conditions abstractly there. First, everyone must be permit-
ted to participate in the right way in the collective decisions that make up his 
governance, and second, everyone must be left free from collective decision 
in matters that his personal responsibility demands he decide for himself. 
Because responsibility has those two dimensions, so does liberty. A theory of 
positive liberty stipulates what it means for people to participate in the right 
way. It off ers, that is, a conception of self- government. A theory of negative 
liberty describes which choices must be exempt from collective decisions if 
personal responsibility is to be preserved. Th e latter is the question for this 
chapter; the former for the next one. Henceforth I use “liberty” to mean nega-
tive liberty unless the context requires a distinction from positive liberty.

Must Th ey Confl ict?

One preliminary remains. It is a pop u lar idea, defended in those famous essays, 
that these two kinds of liberty may confl ict with one another, so that a choice 
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or compromise between them is necessary. Of course, confl ict is certainly pos-
sible and perhaps likely if a community pursues a mistaken conception of either 
positive or negative liberty or both. Berlin pointed out that the goal of positive 
liberty has been used by totalitarians to call for a po liti cal regime that oppresses 
citizens in the name of their supposed true or higher interests, interests that 
they do not recognize for themselves. When the ideal of self- government is cor-
rupted in some such way, it can be used to justify appalling violations of nega-
tive liberty. A totalitarian will muzzle people or shut them up in jails or kill 
them to save their better souls. But so corrupted, the idea has nothing to do 
with personal responsibility; on the contrary, it plainly violates rather than 
serves the second principle of dignity. It cannot serve as even an eligible con-
ception of liberty. Berlin’s history warns us that bad philosophy is dangerous, 
but it does not show that better philosophy must end in confl ict.

Berlin thought that confl ict was likely even on a correct understanding of 
both concepts. “Both [positive and negative liberty] are ends in themselves. 
Th ese ends may clash irreconcilably . . .  Should democracy in a given situa-
tion be promoted at the expense of individual freedom?” He assumed, rightly, 
that positive liberty requires some form of democracy. But why should 
promoting democracy, which requires a range of personal freedoms, be 
thought to confl ict with negative liberty? True, there are times and places in 
which demo cratic government is so weak and unstable that some constraint 
on freedom of po liti cal activity is thought necessary to prevent antidemo cratic 
forces from destroying it. But such constraints are as much injuries to democ-
racy itself as they are to negative liberty: these are circumstances in which— 
allegedly—both democracy and negative liberty must be compromised im-
mediately to protect both from graver loss later, not cases in which one of 
these virtues is preferred to another.

Berlin thought confl ict between the two forms of liberty inevitable for a 
diff erent reason: because he held a problematic view not of positive but of 
negative liberty. I need a terminological stipulation to explain his view. 
Th ough the terms “liberty” and “freedom” are sometimes used interchange-
ably, I shall distinguish them in the following way. Someone’s total freedom 
is his power to act in what ever way he might wish, unimpeded by constraints 
or threats imposed by others or by a po liti cal community. His negative lib-
erty is the area of his freedom that a po liti cal community cannot take away 
without injuring him in a special way: compromising his dignity by denying 
him equal concern or an essential feature of responsibility for his own life.
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Berlin treated total freedom and negative liberty as coextensive, so that 
any limit to the former is an invasion of the latter. (Th is was Mill’s concep-
tion too, and that of many other phi los o phers: H. L. A. Hart, for instance, 
among others.) Th is equation of liberty with freedom cannot be defended by 
supposing that liberty is a criterial concept and that our shared criteria for its 
application have that consequence. Liberty is not criterial: people who debate 
whether taxation limits our liberty patently use diff erent criteria. We make 
sense of such disagreement only by assuming, as I now have, that liberty is an 
interpretive concept and that we understand its meaning best when we tie it 
to the deeper value of personal responsibility. In any case our question now is 
whether liberty and democracy confl ict as values, not just as phenomena, 
and only by connecting liberty to dignity in that way can we treat liberty 
as a value.

So we should treat the equation of liberty with freedom as Berlin’s concep-
tion of liberty as a value. If that conception is sound— it if realizes what is 
good about liberty— then of course democracy confl icts with liberty, because 
any form of government, including democracy, is impossible without crimi-
nal law and other forms of regulation. It must follow that good government 
is inevitably a matter of compromise: any government must compromise 
one good— liberty—in order to achieve others. But this interpretation is not 
sound: government does not compromise its citizens’ dignity when it forbids 
them to kill one another. Certainly it is regrettable when people are punished 
for disobeying the law: it harms those who are punished, and it ought to 
dismay those who do the punishing. It is also regrettable when someone 
obeys the law only out of fear. It would no doubt be better if laws and citizens 
 were both suffi  ciently just so that neither the threat nor the fact of coercion 
was ever necessary. But a collective decision to impose a duty not to kill and 
to threaten a serious sanction for any violation is not in itself an insult to the 
dignity of subjects.

On the contrary, your dignity as an equal citizen requires that govern-
ment protect you in this way. It is not demeaning for you to accept that a 
majority of your fellow citizens has the right to fi x traffi  c rules and enforce 
the rules they fi x, provided that the rules they choose are not wicked or des-
perately foolish. Or that they have the right to defi ne who owns what property 
and what rights and protections that own ership carries. However, it would 
certainly be demeaning for you to accept that even a large majority has the 
right to dictate your religious conviction or practice, or what opinions you 
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should or should not express in po liti cal debates. You might be forced to obey 
those dictates as well, but you should not accept that they are legitimate or 
that you have a duty to accept them. Berlin’s equation fails to capture the dif-
ference between the two kinds of constraint. We must attempt a more complex 
interpretation that does.

We might be tempted by an amendment to Berlin’s equation: that liberty is 
not total freedom but substantial freedom. Laws invade liberty, on this view, 
when they seriously curtail freedom. But how can we mea sure the amount of 
freedom lost through any par tic u lar edict? A psychological test, like frustra-
tion, won’t do. What people fi nd frustrating varies, and in any case, a great 
many people are more frustrated by speed limits than they would be by po liti-
cal censorship. We need a more radical shift: we need a more explicitly norma-
tive conception of liberty.

An Integrated Conception

Dignity Again

We turn once again to our two principles of dignity. Th ese principles are now 
richer in content than when we encountered them fi rst in Chapter 9. We have 
steadily elaborated and refi ned them through our study of ethics, then per-
sonal morality, po liti cal obligation, and po liti cal legitimacy, and then, in our 
study of distributive equality, how government properly melds equal concern 
with full respect. We began with an inchoate sense of dignity and worried that 
it might be too fl accid for our purpose, as some commentators have suggested. 
Our conception of dignity has much more content now. Can it help us to de-
fi ne liberty? If so, we will have integrated that important po liti cal value with 
the others we have been exploring.

Ethical In de pen dence

We return to a distinction we made in a discussion of ethical in de pen dence 
in Chapter 9: between what a government may not do to its citizens for any 
reason and what it may not do to them for certain reasons. Some coercive 
laws violate ethical in de pen dence because they deny people power to make 
their own decisions about matters of ethical foundation— about the basis and 
character of the objective importance of human life that the fi rst principle of 
dignity declares. Th ese include choices in religion and in personal commit-
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ments of intimacy and to ethical, moral, and po liti cal ideals. A plurality of 
American Supreme Court justices, refusing to allow American states to fl atly 
prohibit early abortion, called these “matters involving the most intimate and 
personal choices a person may make in a lifetime, choices central to dignity 
and autonomy.” People have a right to in de pen dence in such decisions, pro-
vided that they do not threaten the like in de pen dence of other people. So 
government may not constrain foundational in de pen dence for any reason 
except when this is necessary to protect the life, security, or liberty of others. 
Which other decisions are also foundational, if any, is open to dispute. But 
any more detailed account of liberty must take a stand on that issue.

Other laws violate ethical in de pen dence in virtue, not of the foundational 
character of the decisions they inhibit, but rather of government’s motives in 
enacting those laws. Government must not restrict freedom when its justifi -
cation assumes the superiority or popularity of any ethical values controver-
sial in the community. Censorship of sexual literature or mandated fl ag sa-
lutes or other demonstrations of patriotism fall into that category, because 
they depend, directly or indirectly, on a choice about the personal virtues that 
a good life refl ects. Some laws violate ethical in de pen dence in both ways. Pro-
hibitions on same- sex intercourse or marriage constrain foundational choices, 
and they are almost always motivated by a desire to protect some conceptions 
of living well and blot out others. Po liti cal censorship may also violate in de-
pen dence in both ways. Th e freedom to speak or write honestly as your con-
science or conviction or belief requires is foundational. In some circumstances, 
moreover, po liti cal censorship can be justifi ed only by ethical assumptions.

But ethical in de pen dence is not jeopardized when a matter is not founda-
tional and government’s constraint assumes no ethical justifi cation. Govern-
ment relies on moral rather than ethical arguments when it pressures me to 
conserve scarce resources, forces me to pay taxes, and forbids me to drive 
carelessly. Certainly laws that do not off end ethical independence— in either 
of the two ways— may nevertheless have serious consequence for how people 
can live. Prohibiting physical violence and theft makes it less likely that I will 
judge the life of a Samurai or Robin Hood ideal for me and much more dif-
fi cult for me to pursue that life if I do. Taxation makes it less likely that I will 
judge collecting Re nais sance masterpieces the ideal life. None of these laws 
denies my responsibility to defi ne ethical value for myself, however, because 
none aims to usurp my responsibility to identify a successful life. Properly 
motivated laws of my community are part of the background against which I 
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make my ethical choices. My own ethical responsibility for making those 
choices is not diminished by that background.

Much of the philosophical literature about paternalism seems to me to 
underrate the importance of this distinction. Making people wear seat belts 
to prevent or mitigate injury is not ethical paternalism: medical paternalism 
may be off ensive, but it is not an off ense against authenticity. True, many 
people claim (perhaps a few of them sincerely) that a life that courts danger is 
attractive and that seat- belt legislation restricts people’s opportunity to lead 
such a life. But seat- belt convictions are not foundational, and government 
need not assume that courting danger is a bad way to live in order to justify 
mea sures that reduce the costs of accidents to the community. It used to be 
easy to cite real cases of ethical paternalism: the Inquisition, for instance, was 
fi rmly in that line of work. Even during part of the last century the most pop-
u lar arguments for censoring pornography appealed to ethical paternalism. 
Th e great Oxford bookseller, Basil Blackwell, testifi ed that Last Exit to Brook-
lyn should be banned because it degraded those who read it; he then off ered 
himself as an example of someone who had become depraved in that way. But 
ethical paternalism has had a bad press in recent de cades, and it is no longer a 
pop u lar po liti cal cause.

Instead the most pop u lar arguments for constraints once justifi ed in that 
way now cite fairness, not ethical paternalism. Th ey insist that people who 
form a po liti cal majority have a right to the ethical culture they deem best: 
they have a right to live and raise their children in a culture that permits and 
encourages a lifestyle they admire. It is much easier for people to hew to 
their inherited religion with the almost blind conviction and fervor they long 
to achieve, and to transmit their own intense faith to their children, when 
that faith is offi  cially endorsed and celebrated; it is harder when competing 
religions and triumphal atheism have equal voice. It is easier to feel comfort-
able in conservative attitudes to sex when striking sexual images are not freely 
available on magazine covers or dominant in advertising. Why, then, should 
the majority not be able to impose the religious or sexual culture it prefers on 
everyone? It has the right, within reasonable limits, to protect what it deems 
to have impersonal value by taxing for museums and forbidding despoliation of 
forests. It may forbid me to build a skyscraper on my land or put billboards or 
plastic fl amingoes on my lawn. Why should it not be permitted to protect in 
the same way the religious and sexual culture it favors?

We need arguments like those of this book— the distinctions and inter-
connections among responsibility, authenticity, infl uence, and subordination 
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that we have reviewed— properly to answer that question. Th e second prin-
ciple of dignity makes ethics special: it limits the acceptable range of collec-
tive decision. We cannot escape the infl uence of our ethical environment: we 
are subject to the examples, exhortations, and celebrations of other people’s 
ideas about how to live. But we must insist that that environment be created 
under the aegis of ethical in de pen dence: that it be created organically by the 
decisions of millions of people with the freedom to make their own choices, 
not through po liti cal majorities imposing their decisions on everyone.

I proposed an image in Chapter 13: of people swimming in their own lanes 
who may cross into someone  else’s lane to help but not to harm him. Morality, 
broadly understood, defi nes the lanes that separate swimmers. It stipulates 
when one must cross lanes to help and what constitutes forbidden lane- 
crossing harm. Ethics governs how one must swim in one’s own lane to have 
swum well. Th e image is helpful  here again because it illustrates one way in 
which morality must be treated as prior to ethics in politics: it must be treated 
as prior in defi ning what opportunities and resources people are rightfully 
entitled to have, and in that way to establishing what rights they have to lib-
erty. Th e interpretive conception of liberty we are now constructing explains 
why that philosophical fact entails no subordination of either morality or eth-
ics to the other. Th ey cooperate, not compete.

Other Liberty: Due Pro cess, Free Speech

Certain rights are by tradition called “liberal.” Th ese include rights I have so 
far cited— freedom of religious practice and of po liti cal speech— but also 
such diff erent rights as the right to leave the community and “due pro cess” 
right not to be punished for an alleged crime without a trial conducted with 
proper procedural safeguards against convicting innocent people. Liberal 
rights are widely accepted in the abstract, at least in Western democracies, 
but they are controversial in detail. Lawyers and nations disagree to a consid-
erable extent about whether, for example, the right to free speech includes 
a right to advertise cigarettes or a right to spend unlimited sums in po liti cal 
campaigns, and whether due pro cess rights include a right to a jury trial or 
a privilege against self- incrimination. What arguments are available for these 
rights, either in the abstract or in some controversial specifi cation?

Th e right to religious freedom is obviously grounded in ethical in de-
pen dence; I return to that right and its implications later in this chapter. 
Due pro cess rights, on the other hand, seem to have little to do with ethical 
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responsibility: we have those rights in virtue of government’s obligation, 
fl owing from the fi rst principle of dignity, to treat each person’s life as of dis-
tinct, objective, and equal importance. I have tried to explain elsewhere why 
punishing an innocent person infl icts a special and great harm on him— I 
called it a moral harm— and why that fact justifi es the assumption that, in the 
pop u lar slogan, it is better that a thousand guilty people go free than that 
one innocent one be punished. It is a nice calculation, in which history and 
tradition have a part to play, how much expense a community must incur to 
avoid that terrible injury. But a community that is careless of proof or niggardly 
in protecting against error— and of course any community that countenances 
deliberate conviction of the innocent— violates the fi rst principle of human 
dignity.

Th e right to free speech, which is equally central in the traditional account 
of liberal rights, requires more nuanced treatment. It is now very widely ac-
cepted among American constitutional lawyers that the First Amendment, 
which forbids government to abridge “the freedom of speech,” is justifi ed by 
a variety of principles and purposes. One important set of these is grounded 
in positive liberty. Free speech must be part of any defensible conception of 
self- government for at least two distinct and equally important reasons: self- 
government requires free access to information, and government is not legiti-
mate, and so has no moral title to coerce, unless all those coerced have had an 
opportunity to infl uence collective decisions. (We consider these two claims 
further in the next chapter.)

But free speech, as it has come to be understood in Western democracies, 
covers more than po liti cal speech even broadly construed: we must take more 
into account than positive liberty to explain all that it covers— and does 
not cover. Th ough a state may in diff erent ways promote what it collectively 
deems intrinsically valuable in literature, art, and music, it may not forbid its 
members to read, look at, and listen to what they please when its only justifi -
cation is that certain opinions about what is worthy of enjoyment are off ensive 
in themselves and may be contagious. Sexually explicit material is protected 
by a right to free speech, not because it expresses a po liti cal position— that is 
far- fetched—but because the only available arguments for banning it are, as I 
said, off ensive to ethical in de pen dence.

Censorship might not only undermine positive liberty but also, as I said, 
violate the right of ethical in de pen dence in both the ways we distinguished. 
Consider how a variety of factors interact when government tries to ban hate 
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speech. Ohio courts convicted a Ku Klux Klan leader of a crime because he 
had advocated hatred of blacks and Jews. Th e law so interpreted violated his 
right to positive liberty because it prohibited him from attempting to rally 
other citizens to his po liti cal opinions. It violated his right to ethical in de pen-
dence because the right to bear public witness to one’s po liti cal convictions is 
foundational and any violence to others he advocated was not imminent. It 
violated his ethical in de pen dence in a diff erent way if, as seems likely, the 
prosecution was motivated not by fear of violence but by wholly justifi ed re-
vulsion at his lower esteem for the importance of certain lives. Th e Supreme 
Court reversed the conviction, but I cite the example not to illustrate Ameri-
can constitutional law but to show the confl uence of aspects of both positive 
and negative liberty at work, honorably, to protect the rights of the detestable.

We should distinguish these liberty- based arguments, which appeal to 
positive or negative liberty or both, from policy- based arguments for free 
speech. Mill, Oliver Wendell Holmes, and others stressed the value of unre-
stricted speech as a source of knowledge. Holmes, who loved evolutionary 
images, expressed it by saying that better ideas have a better chance of surviv-
ing in an intense Darwinian competition from which no thought, however 
unattractive or implausible, is initially excluded. Th is may well be true on the 
 whole and over some very long run, though less plainly so in matters of po-
liti cal morality and aesthetic taste than in science. A second policy- based ar-
gument focuses on commercial speech: the public has an important economic 
interest in a free fl ow of information about the availability, price, and features 
of products off ered for sale. Th e Supreme Court has developed an elaborate 
and unimpressive jurisprudence about the degree to which the First Amend-
ment protects commercial speech from regulation. Th e upshot of its wander-
ing decisions is that commercial speech has some constitutional protection 
but not as much as po liti cal speech.

It is commonplace that no po liti cal right is absolute and that even free 
speech has its limits. But the character and justifi cation of these limits diff ers, 
depending on which of the justifi cations for the right I mentioned is in play. 
Th e policy- based arguments suggest their own limits. Th e public has at best a 
dubious economic interest in reading false or misleading advertisements, for 
example, or in advertisements that do not include reasonable warnings about 
the dangers of the products they advertise, or advertisements for illegal activi-
ties. Such advertisements are on balance not helpful but harmful to the public 
interest.
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Th e liberty- based arguments of both kinds suggest their own limits in a 
diff erent way: because the justifi cation they off er is not engaged at all on cer-
tain occasions. I have argued (I summarize that argument in the next chap-
ter) that reasonable limits on a candidate’s expenditures in po liti cal cam-
paigns do not cramp positive liberty. On the contrary, they enhance it 
because they help provide something at least closer to self- government for all 
citizens than politics can drenched in money and dominated by rich candi-
dates and backers. Th e case for free speech drawn from ethical in de pen dence 
is self- limiting in the same way. When government forbids conspiring with 
confederates in crime, it does not constrain a foundational right. Nor does it 
act to vindicate some collective judgment of worthy behavior or to impose 
some uniform orthodoxy in ethics. It acts to improve safety; its motives, like 
its motives in taxation or economic regulation, are moral, not ethical.

Th is brisk review of free speech and its limits is not legal analysis: it does 
not confront the hard cases that a court charged with enforcing a constitu-
tional right faces. Higher courts must draw reasonably rigid distinctions that 
can serve as a guide to lower courts and other departments of government. 
I mean  here only to illustrate the diff erent dimensions of argument that are 
required, on this conception of liberty, both to defend and limit this fa-
mous right.

Freedom of Property?

I have not yet mentioned a kind of freedom that is dear to conservative hearts 
and much celebrated in certain periods of American history: freedom to ac-
quire property and use it as one wishes, except to harm other people. Is this 
freedom a liberty too? It is the freedom people have in mind when they claim 
that fi nancial and industrial regulation strikes at liberty and that taxation is 
tyranny. Th ese claims are no doubt exaggerated, but should we not recognize 
some liberty of this sort?

We already have. Some liberty to acquire and use property is assumed in the 
conception of distributive justice defi ned in Chapter 16: equality of resources. 
Some liberty of that sort is assumed, indeed, in any conception of distributive 
justice. For the resources people have cannot be defi ned or mea sured without 
taking into account people’s freedom to acquire, trade, and use those resources 
as they wish. It would make no sense to urge an equal distribution of wealth, 
however equality is conceived, without assuming some kind or degree of such 
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freedom, because bare own ership of some property means nothing unless we 
specify or assume a general background of freedom in its use. Own ership, law-
yers say, is a bundle of rights, and we make assumptions about the contents of 
that bundle whenever we specify any distribution of resources as fair.

What the bundle of rights should contain is not, however, an in de pen dent 
question that belongs exclusively to a study of liberty. Th e right bundle obvi-
ously depends on the rest of po liti cal morality as well. Th e most we can say 
 here is that your liberty includes the right to use property that is rightfully 
yours, except in ways your government can rightfully restrict. Th at proposi-
tion is not as anodyne as it sounds when it is integrated into the right general 
theory of justice. Th e opportunity- cost justifi cation of equality of resources 
I defended assumes a very wide latitude of alienable own ership and control, 
and so does the second principle of dignity, which asks us to take responsibil-
ity for our own lives.

Some resources must inevitably be held as public goods, and others should 
be under public control to protect against the externalities that corrupt the 
opportunity- costs metric. Some strict regulation is necessary for the same 
reason— pollution controls, for example— and some public programs, like a 
health care system, are necessary as the most effi  cient forms of redistribution 
in search of fairness. But the default required by equal concern and respect is 
a system of private property: we need a justifi cation for any deviation from 
that default. Th e familiar right- wing complaint that taxation is an assault on 
liberty is mistaken. But the mistake is not conceptual: it is a mistake about 
justice. Th e structure and level of taxation in force may invade liberty if it is 
unjust— if it does not show equal concern and respect for all. Taxation in many 
countries now is unjust, but because it takes too little, not too much. It does 
not deprive people of what is rightfully theirs; on the contrary, it fails to pro-
vide the means of granting them what is rightfully theirs.

Religious Freedom and Ethical In de pen dence

A right to religious freedom is plainly required by ethical in de pen dence. It 
has pride of place in the United States Constitution and in documents like the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the Eu ro pe an Convention on 
Human Rights. True, other justifi cations beyond dignity have been off ered for 
that right. It is said, for example, that because religion is particularly divisive, 
religious tolerance is the only route to civil peace. But though that justifi cation 
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was cogent in Eu rope and America in the seventeenth and eigh teenth centu-
ries, it is much less cogent now. Th e main benefi ciaries of tolerance in the West 
now are small minority religions and people with no religion at all, and they 
would not and could not provoke much civic disturbance if they  were denied 
the freedoms they now enjoy. In certain other countries one religion is estab-
lished as offi  cial and other religions are tolerated only barely, or not at all, with-
out any apparent danger to stability. For us, now, dignity provides the only 
available justifi cation for freedom of religious thought and practice.

But once we accept that proposition, we can no longer consistently think, 
as many people do, that religion is special and that other foundational ethical 
choices— about reproduction, marriage, and sexual orientation, for instance— 
may properly be subject to collective decision. We cannot declare a right to 
religious freedom and then reject rights to freedom of choice in these other 
foundational matters without striking self- contradiction. For if we insist that 
no par tic u lar religion be treated as special in politics, then we cannot treat 
religion itself as special in politics, as more central to dignity than sexual 
identifi cation, for example. So we must not treat religious freedom as sui ge-
neris. It is only one consequence of the more general right to ethical in de pen-
dence in foundational matters. Government needs a compelling justifi cation 
to regulate reproductive or sexual acts, and its justifi cation may not rely on 
either the truth or the popularity of a collective ethical judgment. I have writ-
ten at length elsewhere about some of these ethical issues and return to them 
 here, though only briefl y, to consider what fresh light the argument of this book 
throws on them.

Abortion is the most complex as well as the most divisive of these issues. 
Th e fi rst principle of dignity holds that human life is of intrinsic importance, 
and that principle necessarily includes the life of a human fetus, which is un-
deniably a human life. Earlier in the book we recognized dual consequences 
of that fi rst principle. Each of us must live so as to acknowledge and respect 
the objective importance of his own life. We fail in dignity when we do not. 
And we must treat others consistently with recognizing the objective impor-
tance of their lives as well. It is a further question, however, what that latter 
requirement means more concretely. In earlier chapters we considered how 
far respect for human life requires that we aid other people and when it re-
quires that we not harm them. Do these moral requirements shift when hu-
man life has only just begun? Do we owe an early fetus the same duty to aid 
and not to harm that we owe human beings who have reached a more com-
plex state of development?
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Th ese are moral as well as ethical questions: the morality of abortion 
hinges on how we answer them. I have argued that we must answer the sec-
ond: no. Because an early fetus has no interests of its own, any more than a 
fl ower does, a fetus cannot be supposed to have rights protecting its interests. 
In fact, very few people actually believe that we owe the same moral duty to 
a fetus that we owe to an infant: even most people who think that abortion 
should be prohibited in principle nevertheless believe it should be permitted 
when a pregnancy has begun in rape or when abortion is necessary to save a 
woman’s life. But even if we accept that negative answer to the moral ques-
tion, and hold that a woman has no moral duty not to abort the fetus she car-
ries, critical ethical issues remain. For it remains a vivid possibility that abor-
tion is nevertheless inconsistent with the respect for human life on which our 
dignity depends. Paintings and great trees have no interests of their own, and 
hence no moral rights to protect their interests, but it is still inconsistent with 
recognizing their intrinsic value to destroy them. Th at is why it is crucial, in dis-
cussing abortion and related issues, to take care to distinguish the moral from 
the ethical issues in play.

Th e moral question must be decided collectively within a po liti cal com-
munity. When the United States Supreme Court was asked, for the fi rst time 
in 1973, whether an American state can constitutionally forbid all abortion, it 
had to answer that moral question one way or the other. It answered it nega-
tively. Many critics of the decision insist that the Court should not have de-
cided the question at all but should rather have allowed the states to decide it 
for themselves one by one. Th at objection is confused: states cannot be allowed 
to decide for themselves whether any par tic u lar class of their members may be 
murdered. It is a more sensible objection that, having decided that abortion is 
not murder and that states are therefore not required by the Constitution’s 
equal protection clause to prohibit all abortion, the Court should have allowed 
them to decide for themselves whether abortion should be banned on ethical 
grounds— on the ground, that is, that abortion displays contempt for the in-
trinsic value of human life. Th at was the crucial issue that the Court actually 
faced in Roe v. Wade, and faced again, with a more accurate recognition and 
better response, in the later Casey case in which it reaffi  rmed its support for 
limited abortion rights.

Th e right of ethical in de pen dence allows only one answer. Th at right is 
violated and liberty denied when government restricts freedom in order to 
enforce a collective ethical judgment— in this instance the ethical judgment 
that a woman who aborts an early pregnancy does not show the respect for 
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human life that her dignity demands. I myself believe that in many circum-
stances abortion is indeed an act of self- contempt. A woman betrays her 
own dignity when she aborts for frivolous reasons: to avoid rescheduling 
a holiday, for instance. I would reach a diff erent ethical judgment in other 
cases: when a teenage girl’s prospects for a decent life would be ruined if she 
became a single mother, for example. But whether the judgment is right or 
wrong in any par tic u lar case, it remains an ethical, not a moral judgment. It 
must be left to women, as their dignity demands, each to take responsibility 
for her own ethical convictions.



Positive Liberty

Slogans and Questions

Th e second principle of dignity protects personal ethical responsibility. In the 
last chapter we studied one aspect of that responsibility. Dignity requires in-
de pen dence from government in matters of ethical choice, and that require-
ment is at the foundation of any plausible theory of negative liberty. But 
dignity does not require in de pen dence from government in other matters: a 
po liti cal community must make collective decisions about justice and moral-
ity, and it must be able to enforce those decisions coercively. Th at sets the 
stage for the question of positive liberty. I cannot be free from coercive con-
trol in matters of justice and morality, but my dignity requires that I be al-
lowed a role in the collective decisions that exercise that control. What role 
must that be?

We are soon knee- deep in slogans. Only democracy can provide dignity. 
Government must be of the people, by the people, and for the people. Th e 
people must govern themselves. Each citizen must be off ered an equal and 
meaningful role. One person must have one vote and no one more than one 
vote. No man, Locke said, is born to rule or be ruled. We must try to rescue 
positive liberty from these slogans because it is wholly unclear what they mean. 
Th e concept of democracy is an interpretive and much contested concept. 

18

Democracy
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What can it mean that “the people” govern themselves when very few of 
them have any signifi cant power over what the laws will be? Th e winner- takes- 
all style of electing parliamentary representatives in each electoral district, 
common in the United States and Britain, is very diff erent from the propor-
tional repre sen ta tion system common in other countries. Given the same dis-
tribution of interests, convictions, and preferences, rather diff erent laws are 
likely to emerge, depending on which of these two systems is in place. Is one 
system more demo cratic than the other? Is the practice of judicial review, 
which allows judges appointed for life to declare legislative and executive 
acts unconstitutional, illegitimate because it is undemo cratic? Or is that prac-
tice rather a necessary and desirable corrective to democracy? Or— a third 
possibility— is the practice actually essential to creating a genuine democ-
racy? Each of these positions is widely defended, and we cannot choose 
among them without choosing among conceptions of democracy and defend-
ing our choice.

Who Are the People?

We face a further, threshold question before we can tackle those traditional 
questions. Who are the people? One day Japan grants equal voting rights to 
the citizens of Norway so that they can elect a small party of Norwegians to 
the Japa nese Diet if they wish. Th en the Diet by majority vote levies taxes 
on Norwegian oil and directs its transfer to Japa nese refi neries. Th is fantasy 
would hardly supply self- government to the Norwegians. If some form of ma-
joritarian pro cess is to provide genuine self- government, it must be govern-
ment by a majority of the right people.

Government by the right people has seemed more important to more peo-
ple— to the peoples of Africa following the Second World War, for instance, 
or the white citizens of the antebellum American South— than their role as 
individuals in that government. People want to be governed by people rela-
tively like themselves. It is often unclear what that means. It has been taken to 
justify many diff erent forms of tribalism or nationalism: of race, religion, lan-
guage, kinship, or even, as in the Old South, economic circumstance or inter-
est. Historians, statesmen, and politicians cannot ignore the strength of these 
various centripetal forces: they continue to drive people into the most terrible 
violence. But they have no intrinsic normative force. Th ere is no nonhistorical 
right answer to the question: on what principle should people be divided into 
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po liti cal communities? We cannot fi nd an answer in the ideal of democracy 
itself because that ideal presupposes a po liti cal community and cannot be 
used to defi ne one. Nor in the emotionally powerful but terminally vague idea 
of national self- determination—the supposed right of ethnocultural groups to 
govern themselves. Th ere is no concept of nonpo liti cal nationhood precise 
enough to make sense of that right, and even if there  were, there is no satisfac-
tory answer to the question why any individual member of any group so de-
fi ned has a duty to associate himself po liti cally with the rest of them.

Th ere are indeed reasons— sometimes imperative reasons— for altering 
historical or established patterns of rule. Colonial systems in which the peo-
ple of one po liti cal state governed other peoples far away could not have been 
reformed without severing that formal association and creating new states. 
Th ough the patriots who dumped tea into Boston Harbor shouted “No taxa-
tion without repre sen ta tion,” Jeff erson’s Declaration of In de pen dence did not 
suggest extending the Westminster franchise as a solution to King George’s 
crimes, and no one thought, a century or two on, that franchise extension 
would end colonial empire in Africa or on the Indian subcontinent.

Even when there is no colonial domination to undo, the boundaries that 
geography, history, war, and politics have created may be untenable. When 
diff erent tribes or races or religious groups prove incapable of living together 
without violence, separation into new po liti cal communities may be the only 
available alternative. Or if one minority group has become a perennial victim 
of injustice, a reformulation of boundaries may help, provided of course that 
this can be achieved without more injustice and without great suff ering. When 
an illegitimate conquest— Saddam’s incursion into Kuwait, for instance— can 
be undone, it must be undone. But a plausible statute of limitations provides a 
necessary limit even to that principle, so that even if it was wrong to establish 
Israel sixty years ago, the original boundaries of that state should now be 
respected.

Th ese are examples of dramatic change in po liti cal boundaries. Less dra-
matic changes and regroupings are often wise and can normally be achieved 
with little or much less pain. Federalism and decentralization, creating subdi-
visions of established communities, often permit more rational po liti cal deci-
sions and provide a greater sense of participation in self- government. Shifts in 
the other direction can be even more valuable: the now long- running and so 
far disappointing eff orts to create a new constitutional structure for the Eu-
ro pe an  Union illustrate both the wisdom and the diffi  culty of a shift to larger 
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and more diverse po liti cal communities from smaller and more homoge-
neous ones. Both the Eu ro pe an nations and the world will gain, I believe, if 
the EU is able to form a common foreign policy and execute it with the eco-
nomic power of its community giving strength to its united arm.

Still, the boundaries created by accidents of history remain the default. 
We are born into po liti cal communities and these are our legitimate gover-
nors, provided they also meet the conditions of legitimacy discussed earlier in 
this book and later in this chapter, which include imposing no legal barriers 
to emigration. Th ose who live a mile inside California’s border with Nevada 
or France’s border with Germany are governed rather diff erently from those 
who live a mile on the other side, and no abstract principle of po liti cal phi-
losophy can justify that diff erence. Most attempts to draw supposedly more 
rational lines only create new uncomfortable minorities to replace newly 
comfortable old ones. If we rule out a one- world global democracy with one 
vote for everyone in every continent (which is impossible and would in any 
case raise all the old questions when the necessary subdivisions  were created), 
we rarely fi nd a persuasive argument for correcting what history has achieved.

Two Models of Self- Government

Assume, then, that some par tic u lar po liti cal community is the right commu-
nity or at least not the wrong one. Th e right people govern. Th ey govern by 
electing offi  cials of various kinds and levels, and these offi  cials exercise coer-
cive power on their behalf. But the offi  cials can be elected and the structures 
through which they govern constructed in a variety of ways: the systems we 
recognize as demo cratic across the world vary signifi cantly. Some reserve ma-
jor decisions for referenda in which people at large vote directly on matters of 
policy; others shun such referenda. Some elect offi  cials more frequently than 
others, some use proportional repre sen ta tion and others winner- takes- all elec-
toral schemes, some give considerable power to nonelected offi  cials, including 
the judges of constitutional courts. By what principles should we judge these 
diff erent constitutional arrangements? Are some more consistent with the 
dignity of the people than others? Do some provide more, and others less, by 
way of positive liberty or genuine self- government? Is there some deep stan-
dard we can use to test these various versions of democracy for demo cratic 
superiority or authenticity?

Democracy, to repeat yet again, is an interpretive concept: people disagree 
about what democracy is. We choose among competing conceptions by lo-
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cating some distinct value or set of values that best explain, if any can, what 
is good about it. As always, some phi los o phers are tempted by a reductive solu-
tion: they suggest giving up the debate about what democracy is and arguing 
instead simply about what form of government is best. As always, that reduc-
tive strategy is self- defeating; it forces us to ignore important distinctions be-
tween diff erent values at stake in that latter, overall, question. A good govern-
ment is demo cratic, just, and effi  cient, but these are not the same qualities, and 
it is sometimes important to ask, for instance, whether some constitutional ar-
rangement that is likely to make a community’s economy more effi  cient must 
nevertheless be resisted because it is undemo cratic. It is then crucial to consider, 
as an in de pen dent question, what we should understand the point and nerve 
of democracy to be. We can avoid the word if we wish: we can ask about the 
meaning of positive liberty or self- government instead. But we ask the same 
question.

It is instructive to contrast two answers to that question: two models 
of how people can be thought to govern themselves. I have elsewhere called 
these the majoritarian and partnership conceptions of democracy. Th e ma-
joritarian conception holds that people govern themselves when the largest 
number of them, rather than some smaller group within them, holds funda-
mental po liti cal power. It therefore insists that the structures of representative 
government should be designed to enhance the likelihood that the commu-
nity’s laws and policies will be those that the largest number of citizens, after 
due discussion and refl ection, prefer. Elections should be frequent enough so 
that offi  cials will be encouraged to do what most people want; federal units 
and parliamentary districts should be drawn, and constitutional power divided 
among types and levels of offi  cials, with that aim in view. Further questions— 
referenda? proportional representation?— should be debated and decided in 
the same way. Which system is more likely to reliably enforce the refl ective 
and settled will of a majority of citizens in the long run?

We must take care not to confuse this majoritarian conception of democ-
racy with some aggregative theory of justice, like utilitarianism, that holds 
that laws are just when they produce the greatest possible sum or average of 
happiness (or some other conception of well- being) within a targeted commu-
nity. (Th e phrase “majority will” is dangerously ambiguous because it is some-
times used to describe a majoritarian pro cess and sometimes a utilitarian or 
other aggregative result.) Th ere is no reason to think that a majoritarian elec-
toral pro cess will even typically produce a result that would be deemed just on 
any par tic u lar aggregative standard. On the contrary, a majoritarian pro cess 
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might well produce— and often has produced— laws that injure total or aver-
age well- being on any conception of what that is. Th at is why proponents of 
the majoritarian conception believe it important to distinguish democracy 
from justice. An autocrat might decree a more just distribution of resources 
than a majority would approve.

Th e partnership conception of democracy is diff erent: it holds that self- 
government means government not by the majority of people exercising au-
thority over everyone but by the people as a  whole acting as partners. Th is 
must inevitably be a partnership that divides over policy, of course, since 
unanimity is rare in po liti cal communities of any size. But it can be a part-
nership nevertheless if the members accept that in politics they must act with 
equal respect and concern for all the other partners. It can be a partnership, 
that is, if they each respect the conditions of legitimacy we discussed in 
Chapters 14 and 15— if each accepts a standing obligation not only to obey 
the community’s law but to try to make that law consistent with his good- 
faith understanding of what every citizen’s dignity requires.

Th at brief description reveals the most important diff erence between the 
two conceptions of democracy. Th e majoritarian conception defi nes democ-
racy only procedurally. Th e partnership conception ties democracy to the sub-
stantive constraints of legitimacy. Because legitimacy is a matter of degree, so, 
on this conception, is democracy. It is an ideal toward which some po liti cal 
communities strive, some more successfully than others. But the partnership 
conception makes self- government at least an intelligible ideal. Th e majoritar-
ian conception— or so I shall argue— does not, because it describes nothing 
that could count as self- government by members of a po liti cal minority. Or, 
for that matter, by individual members of a majority.

Th is profound contrast between the two conceptions is strikingly illus-
trated in the debate (principally in the United States but increasingly else-
where) about the compatibility of democracy and judicial review. Th e majo-
ritarian conception does not automatically rule out a po liti cal arrangement 
that gives judges the power to enforce a constitution by declaring legislation 
null and void. Some skilled lawyers and phi los o phers have argued that judi-
cial review, properly designed and limited, can serve the majoritarian concep-
tion by making it more likely that legislation will refl ect the settled view of 
most people. John Hart Ely argued, for instance, that judges must protect the 
people’s power by safeguarding freedom of speech and the press from politi-
cians anxious to hide their corruption or stupidity, and Janos Kis has argued, 
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in the same vein, that judges can protect the people from incumbents who 
become less enthusiastic about majority will when this is a threat to their con-
tinued power.

Still, the majoritarian conception is wary of judicial review, and its aco-
lytes reject judicial power to strike down laws that a steady and informed 
majority plainly favors: the death penalty, for instance, or prayer in public 
schools, or, in some American states, restrictions on early abortion. Th ey 
understand that it is controversial whether a po liti cal majority should have 
the power to adopt such legislation. But they insist that because that question 
is controversial, the majority must be permitted to decide the question for it-
self. Allowing a small group of lawyers who cannot be dismissed in any gen-
eral election to decide that fundamental question of governance is contrary 
to the  whole point of majoritarian democracy. On that view, judicial review 
denies the positive liberty necessary to the dignity of ordinary citizens.

On the partnership conception, however, that familiar argument is starkly 
circular. It assumes that a po liti cal majority has moral authority to decide 
controversial issues for everyone, but on the partnership conception a major-
ity has no moral authority to decide anything unless the institutions through 
which it governs are suffi  ciently legitimate. Judicial review is one possible 
(though I emphasize, only one possible) strategy for improving a govern-
ment’s legitimacy— by protecting a minority’s ethical in de pen dence, for 
instance— and in that way securing a majority’s moral title to impose its will 
on other matters.

Which Model Is Best?

Fairness?

How shall we choose between these two conceptions of democracy? Po liti cal 
scientists list many instrumental benefi ts of democracy. It is widely assumed 
that demo cratic institutions, backed by a free and vigorous press, protect a 
community against deep and extended corruption, tyranny, and other evils; 
they make it less likely that offi  cials will govern only in their own interests or 
those of a narrow class, as military juntas and other dictators commonly do. 
Democracy has other, more positive advantages. In reasonably prosperous 
po liti cal communities, particularly those with an educated electorate and 
demo cratic traditions, democracy improves po liti cal stability; indeed, it may 
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be essential to stability in such communities. It allows each of the important 
interest groups within the community to secure, through alliances and logroll-
ing, what is most important to it. Th e po liti cal freedoms required by democ-
racy also protect economic freedom and the rule of law essential to economic 
development. It is not obvious, alas, that these practical advantages can be 
realized in all circumstances. In some— in countries with very weak econo-
mies and no experience of democracy— introducing democracy may actually 
threaten stability or economic development. Or so some po liti cal theorists 
have argued. We need not pursue these issues  here, however, because we can-
not choose between the two models by asking which would produce more 
stability or prosperity. Th ere is no general answer to that question— it entirely 
depends on circumstance— and the fundamental issue is anyway one of prin-
ciple, not consequence.

We assume that people’s dignity requires that they participate in their 
own government. How does the majoritarian conception of democracy pur-
port to achieve this? Th e answer may seem obvious: that majority rule is the 
only fair method of governing a coercive po liti cal community. Jeremy Wal-
dron, among contemporary po liti cal theorists, has set out that case for the 
majoritarian conception, which he calls “MD,” with greatest clarity. “Th e fair-
ness/equality defense of the majority- decision rule is well known,” he declared. 
“Better than any other rule, MD is neutral as between the contested out-
comes, treats participants equally, and gives each expressed opinion the great-
est weight possible compatible with giving equal weight to all opinions. When 
we disagree about the desired outcome, when we do not want to bias the mat-
ter up- front one way or another, and when each of the relevant participants has 
a moral claim to be treated as an equal in the pro cess, then MD— or some-
thing like it— is the principle to use.”

Th is is a very general claim, not just about po liti cal decisions but about all 
collective decisions. It off ers a general principle of procedural fairness. For 
people who accept that general principle, the majoritarian conception of de-
mocracy is only its application to the po liti cal case. I fi nd the popularity of 
this argument surprising, however, because the majoritarian, counting- heads 
principle is rather plainly not a fundamental principle of fairness. Th ere is 
fi rst the problem I earlier discussed: a majority is in any case of no moral 
signifi cance unless the community of which that group is a majority is the 
right community. A majority of Japa nese and Norwegians has no moral power 
over Norwegian oil. But even when the community is the right one, majority 
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decision is not always fair. I earlier gave this example: when a lifeboat is over-
crowded and one passenger must be thrown over  else all will die, it would not 
be fair to hold a vote so that the least pop u lar among them would be drowned. 
It would be much fairer to draw lots.

Waldron has said, in response, that if the passengers disagreed about 
whether it would be fairer to draw lots or vote, then the only fair way to settle 
that dispute would be to vote on which procedure was fairer. Th at recursive 
suggestion seems equally wrong: we cannot sensibly treat numbers as deci-
sive over the question whether numbers should be decisive. It would not be 
any fairer for a majority of lifeboat passengers fi rst to vote to hold an election 
and then to vote to throw the cabin boy out than for them to vote to throw 
him out directly. When questions of fair procedure are controversial, they are 
controversial all the way down: there is no default decision procedure to de-
cide on decision procedures. (Waldron has recently given a fresh response to 
this claim.)

Th e evident reasons why a majority vote would be unfair in the lifeboat 
case apply also to at least some po liti cal decisions. Just as the biases and per-
sonal dislikes of a majority should not count in deciding which passenger 
should be thrown overboard, so they are not relevant when a po liti cal com-
munity decides on the rights of an identifi ed and disliked minority. In the 
lifeboat case there is an obvious remedy: chance. But chance would not be an 
appropriate decision procedure in politics. When decisions have vast conse-
quences for the lives people lead, leaving those decisions to chance or some 
other form of oracle is a bad idea; it may have worked, for a time, for the 
Athenians, but it would not work for us. A majority’s opinion about whether 
to go to war may be no better than some minority’s opinion, but it is likely to 
be better than a decision made by dice.

Th ere are also decisive reasons for rejecting an autocratic or investment- 
related procedure: citizens should not be treated like orchestra members or 
shareholders. Some of these reasons are practical: as I said, at least in many 
circumstances democracy provides stability and protects against corruption. 
Other reasons rest on assumptions about the outcome of demo cratic pro cesses: 
they may be more likely than autocratic procedures to promote the general 
welfare, defi ned in some appropriate way, even if they do not do so inevitably. 
In any case, as we have seen, citizen’s dignity requires that they have an im-
portant role in their own governance. But none of these reasons for insisting 
on pop u lar democracy rather than chance or aristocracy in politics favors the 
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majoritarian over the partnership conception of what democracy means. In-
deed, because the latter gives more constitutional protection to minorities, it 
might be expected to provide more stability and to more accurately identify 
and secure the general welfare.

Po liti cal Equality?

Must we say that the majoritarian conception off ers something that the 
partnership conception does not— political equality? Th at depends on how 
that further interpretive concept is best understood. We can elaborate po liti-
cal equality as an abstract ideal in three very diff erent ways. We might take 
po liti cal equality to mean, fi rst, that po liti cal power is distributed in such a 
way that all adult citizens have equal infl uence over po liti cal decisions. Each 
of them has as great a chance as any other adult citizen that the opinions he 
brings to the po liti cal pro cess will in the end become law or state policy. Or 
we might take po liti cal equality to mean, second, that adult citizens have 
equal impact in that pro cess: that the opinion each fi nally forms in the pro-
cess will be given full and equal weight in the community’s fi nal decision. 
Infl uence and impact are diff erent. A person’s infl uence includes his power 
to persuade or induce others to his side; his impact is limited to what he can 
achieve through his own opinion without regard to what others believe.

Th ird, we might take po liti cal equality to mean something quite diff erent: 
that no adult citizen’s po liti cal impact is less than that of any other citizen for 
reasons that compromise his dignity— reasons that treat his life as of less 
concern or his opinions as less worthy of respect. Th e fi rst two of these read-
ings take equality to be a mathematical ideal: they presuppose some metric of 
po liti cal power and demand, at least as an ideal, that the power of all citizens 
be equal on that metric. Th e third takes po liti cal equality to be a matter of 
attitude, not mathematics. It demands that the community divide po liti cal 
power, not necessarily equally, but in a way that treats people as equals.

When we contrast the fi rst two readings— equal infl uence and equal 
impact— it is diffi  cult to think the latter a better interpretation. It makes no 
sense for me to think that my po liti cal power is equal to that of a billionaire 
or a pop star or a charismatic preacher or a revered po liti cal hero when many 
millions will follow his lead and I am unknown and unpersuasive. So, for 
that reason, we should prefer the fi rst reading to the second. But the fi rst 
reading is not only unrealistic but unattractive as well: it could be realized 
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only in a totalitarian society. Some people are always much more infl uential 
than others in persuading their fellow citizens how to vote. In his day Martin 
Luther King had much greater infl uence over people’s opinions than almost 
any other private citizen, and today Oprah Winfrey, Tom Cruise, a variety of 
sports heroes, the CEO of Microsoft, the publisher of the New York Times, 
the editors of Fox News, and hundreds of other Americans have special power. 
We regret some people’s special infl uence because it is grounded in wealth, 
which we think should make no diff erence in politics. But we do not regret 
other people’s special infl uence— Reverend King’s, for instance— nor think 
this a defect in our democracy. On the contrary, we are proud of the power 
he had.

So if we want a mathematical reading of po liti cal equality, we must settle 
for the second reading after all. Th is ignores po liti cal infl uence and demands 
only equal impact: that each person have the same power to control the laws 
of his community just in virtue of the preferences he holds himself. Th is kind 
of equality can easily be achieved in a town meeting, simply by giving each 
person attending the meeting one vote. It requires considerably more strategy 
in a huge and complex po liti cal community with representative government, 
electoral districting, and a separation of offi  cial powers. Still, even in a conti-
nental nation with a government of relatively few people, each with huge 
power, citizens can each be provided one vote in all elections and electoral 
districts can be arranged so that each vote counts as much as any other. Th at 
goes a considerable distance toward equal impact for all.

Presidents, prime ministers, parliamentarians, and judges then still each 
have exponentially more immediate impact on law and policy than ordinary 
citizens do, and once elected they can set off  on projects of their own with no 
concern for public opinion, particularly if they do not worry about reelec-
tion. Th ese politicians might be idealists, adopting Edmund Burke’s declara-
tion of in de pen dence from his electors, or crooks like Richard Nixon’s vice 
president, Spiro T. Agnew, lining their own pockets. But relatively frequent 
elections and vigilant and free media could make this less likely; in any case 
it is the best we can do in that direction. If we are drawn to the second read-
ing of po liti cal equality, we will think that majoritarian democracy fi ts that 
ideal like a glove.

But the second reading remains unpersuasive. It seems irrational to care 
about equality of impact for its own sake, even when we recognize that equal-
ity of infl uence is unattainable and undesirable. An equal impact, on its own, 
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is of no practical use to people one by one in a community of any size. Sup-
pose you live in a community the size, say, of France. It elects its offi  cials in 
frequent elections with full adult suff rage, enjoys a constitutional structure 
that gives every vote the same impact in those elections, provides the most 
unrestricted version of free speech, and enjoys vigorous, competitive, and po-
liti cally diverse media. Th e mea sure of positive po liti cal control these facts 
provide for you is so small that it can sensibly be rounded off  only to zero. 
Your decision to vote one way or another would not improve to any statisti-
cally signifi cant degree the odds of your preference succeeding. People in a 
large community whose po liti cal impact is actually or close to equal have no 
more power over their own governance, just as individuals, than they would if 
priests took po liti cal decisions by reading entrails. If the po liti cal impact of an 
ordinary citizen with an equal vote is infi nitesimal, why should it matter 
whether the infi nitesimal impact each has is equally infi nitesimal?

My argument may now appear to have gone too far. It seems to end in the 
idea that po liti cal equality is of no importance at all. Why not then settle for 
enlightened autocracy? Democracy is said to have the instrumental advan-
tages I mentioned, but these might after all be achieved through a totalitarian 
government as well. Indeed, many po liti cal scientists think these advantages 
could be more easily achieved by totalitarian government in underdeveloped 
economies. A dictator might take the necessary soundings to learn what most 
people want and give it to them without the distraction and expense of elec-
tions; he might, for example, enact a fair system of taxation and redistribution 
modeled on the hypothetical insurance scheme I described in Chapter 16. Do 
we prefer democracy only because we worry that actual dictators would rule 
very diff erently? Is there no case for democracy other than what Judith Shklar 
called the liberalism of fear?

Th ere is, but we must turn to the third reading of our ideal to fi nd it. Po liti-
cal equality is a matter not of po liti cal power but of po liti cal standing. De-
mocracy confi rms in the most dramatic way the equal concern and respect 
that the community together, as the custodian of coercive power, has for each 
of its members. Democracy is the only form of government, short of rule by 
lottery, that confi rms that equal concern and respect in its most fundamental 
constitution. If any citizen is assigned less electoral impact than others, either 
because he is denied a vote or they are given extra votes, or because electoral 
arrangements place him in a district with more people but no more represen-
tatives, or for any other reason, then the diff erence signals a lesser po liti cal 



de mo c r ac y  

standing for him unless it can be justifi ed in some way that negates that sig-
nal. If the law permitted only aristocrats, or priests, or men, or Christian or 
white citizens, or property- owning citizens, or citizens with diplomas, to vote, 
then that implication of lesser concern or respect would be undeniable. It 
would be no answer, to a woman’s demand for the vote, that one person’s vote 
on its own would be of no value at all to her. She might reply that giving all 
women the vote would be likely to produce legislation that would improve her 
situation: by changing the rules of marriage and contract, for instance. But 
she would demand the vote even if she did not favor such change. She would 
want the dignity, not just the power, of equal participation.

It is crucial now to notice, however, that some electoral arrangements that 
leave po liti cal impact unequal carry no signal of disrespect, no denial of dig-
nity, at all. Given America’s unfortunate past racial injustice and the contem-
porary legacy of that injustice, taking special steps to increase the number of 
black representatives might well have important advantages for the  whole 
community. It might help to break ste reo types that sustain racial tension and 
undermine black ambition. It would of course be unacceptable to disen-
franchise some white citizens: the vote is so emblematic a badge of equal citi-
zenship that stripping it from any group of citizens would be an irredeemable 
insult to them. But suppose the goal can be achieved by redistricting that 
makes the election of black representatives more likely. And that the most 
effi  cient form of redistricting to that end would leave the number of voters in 
diff erent districts somewhat unequal, so that it took somewhat fewer in one 
district than in another to elect a single representative. It might be either 
dominantly white or dominantly black voters whose po liti cal impact was in 
that way infi nitesimally lowered. Or dominantly neither. In any case, there 
could be no implication of second- class or diminished citizenship for anyone. 
It would be silly, in those circumstances, to insist on the greatest possible 
equality of impact just for its own sake.

To recapitulate. Po liti cal equality requires that po liti cal power be distrib-
uted so as to confi rm the po liti cal community’s equal concern and respect for 
all its members. Reserving power to any person or group through birth or the 
spoils of conquest or some aristocracy of talent, or denying the emblems of 
citizenship to any adult (except perhaps in consequence of a crime or other 
act against the community), is unacceptable. But arithmetic equality of in-
fl uence is neither possible nor desirable, and arithmetic equality of impact is 
essential only so far as deviation means insult. Th e arithmetic equality of the 
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majoritarian conception therefore has, in itself, no value at all. Majority rule 
is not an intrinsically fair decision procedure, and there is nothing about 
politics that makes it intrinsically fair there. It does not necessarily have more 
instrumental value than other po liti cal arrangements. If the legitimacy of a 
po liti cal arrangement can be improved by constitutional arrangements that 
create some in e qual ity of impact but carry no taint or danger of indignity, 
then it would be perverse to rule these mea sures out. Th at is the fatal weak-
ness of the majoritarian conception. It rightly emphasizes the value of equal 
impact, but it misunderstands the nature and hence the limits of that value; 
it compromises the true value at stake, which is positive liberty, by turning 
equality of impact into a dangerous fetish.

We choose the partnership conception of democracy. I repeat that this is not 
just a verbal stipulation about how we intend to use a pop u lar honorifi c. By 
choosing the partnership and rejecting the majoritarian conception, we declare 
that there is no automatic or necessary compromise of any genuine po liti cal 
value when constitutional structures are adopted that are somewhat less likely 
to produce po liti cal decisions that match the majority’s preferences. However, 
that declaration leaves open the diffi  cult questions we have only begun to raise. 
Th e partnership conception does not automatically demand equal po liti cal im-
pact for each citizen’s vote. But it does demand this sometimes. When and why?

Representative Government

I suggest a burden of argument. Legitimacy requires a distribution of po liti cal 
power that refl ects the equal concern and respect that the community must 
have for each citizen. Th at requirement sets a default: any signifi cant diff er-
ence in the po liti cal impact of diff erent citizen’s votes is undemo cratic and 
wrong unless it meets two conditions, one negative and the other positive. 
First, it must not signal or presuppose that some people are born to rule 
 others. Th ere must be no aristocracy of birth, which includes an aristocracy 
of gender, caste, race, or ethnicity, and there must be no aristocracy of wealth 
or talent. Second, it must be plausible to suppose that the constitutional arrange-
ment that creates the diff erence in impact improves the legitimacy of the 
community.

Th e fi rst condition rules out the formal electoral discriminations that now 
belong, we hope, mainly to history, at least in the mature democracies. Adult 
suff rage is now in principle universal among citizens there for both genders 
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and for all races and religions. In the United States and elsewhere, however, 
fossil evidence of discrimination persists. American states have in the past 
created barriers to registration and voting that  were only thinly disguised at-
tempts to disenfranchise some despised and feared race or the poor— these 
often came to the same thing. Some states still do: recently Illinois adopted a 
rule requiring voters to produce a driver’s license or other picture ID. It is 
disproportionately poor people who lack that identifi cation, and though the 
Supreme Court allowed the regulation to stand, its decision was mistaken. 
We cannot take the fi rst condition for granted anywhere.

Th at condition is automatically satisfi ed, however, by any constitutional 
arrangement that lowers the po liti cal impact of all citizens across the board; 
there can be no suspicion of indignity to any person or group when an im-
portant decision is left to an elected parliament rather than off ered to the 
people at large in a referendum. If that decision counts as a partial disenfran-
chisement, it disenfranchises all unelected groups and persons equally. It is 
then the second condition that is in play, and we should now consider, in that 
light, the institution of representative government as a  whole.

Th e majoritarian conception treats representative government as a neces-
sary evil. It is obviously necessary: government by enormous town meeting, 
even on the Internet, is impossible. But representative government is poten-
tially a serious threat to the goal of equal impact because it gives many offi  cials 
each incalculably greater impact than any ordinary citizen has. Th e majori-
tarian conception hopes to reduce that possibility, as I said, by designing 
procedures of inducement and threat— a free press and the hurdle of frequent 
elections for incumbents— that make it likely that presidents and parlia-
ments will decide as they think the majority wishes. If that strategy works, 
then equality of impact is eff ectively restored: offi  cials become only conduits 
through which the majority works its will into legislation and policy. In fact, 
however, the strategy does not— and cannot— work very well, for both good 
and bad reasons. We do not discourage our offi  cials from following their own 
conscience and belief in Burke’s spirit rather than mimicking what they 
think their constituents think. We embrace term limits, for example, in the 
knowledge that these will make lame- duck incumbents more in de pen dent. 
Alas, offi  cials have other, less creditable, reasons for disregarding what the 
public wants: they need to please large contributors to their reelection cam-
paigns, and what those contributors want is often very diff erent from what the 
public needs.
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Th e majoritarian conception’s defense of representative government is 
therefore quite weak. It is certainly not strong enough to resist the argument 
that major issues of principle should be submitted to large- scale referenda 
rather than to the ordinary po liti cal pro cess. Th e nations of the Eu ro pe an 
 Union will continue to confront the question whether their citizens should 
be allowed to vote directly on new constitutional provisions for the  Union, or 
whether the several parliaments are competent to eff ect those changes by 
treaty. Th e majoritarian conception must favor referenda. Such dramatic is-
sues are not everyday occasions, and the effi  ciency of government will not be 
damaged by allowing the public as a  whole to decide them.

Th e partnership conception off ers a very diff erent— and more successful— 
justifi cation of representative government. Because it is citizens in general, 
not any par tic u lar group of them, whose po liti cal impact is diminished by as-
signing enormous power to elected offi  cials, the institution is not an auto-
matic defi cit in democracy. On the plausible assumption that elected offi  cials, 
rather than pop u lar assemblies, are better able to protect individual rights 
from dangerous swings in public opinion, there can be no general demo cratic 
requirement that fundamental issues be put to referenda. So both conditions 
that our conception of po liti cal equality lays down for unequal po liti cal im-
pact are met, at least in principle. It is then necessary to look to the details of 
electoral schedules, districts, and mechanics, and of the division of power 
among offi  cials, to judge whether these are reasonably calculated to protect 
the demo cratic legitimacy they supposedly serve. Th ere can be no algorithm 
for that test; hence the continuing debates about term limits, proportional 
repre sen ta tion, and the propriety of referenda. Reasonable people and politi-
cians will disagree about which such structures improve the chance that the 
community will show equal respect and concern for all and each. But that is 
the test the partnership conception off ers, not the cruder mathematics of 
majority rule.

Using that test reveals embarrassments. Th e constitutional system of every 
mature nation is a cragged riverbed of historical compromises, ideals, and 
prejudices: these may serve no purpose now, but equally they signal no dis-
respect for anyone. Th e United States provides ample illustration. Th e election 
of the president by an electoral college rather than by pop u lar vote, and the 
composition of the Senate, in which sparse and populous states are each alike 
represented by two senators, ensure that some citizens have greater po liti cal 
impact than others. Th ese inequalities are best explained as po liti cal compro-
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mises necessary long ago to create the nation. Th ey also once had at least a 
colorable justifi cation: they  were thought helpful in protecting the interests 
of various minorities from the overweening power of richer parts of the new 
country. Th e inequalities cannot be justifi ed in that way now— they are in 
fact deleterious to politics in various ways— but their preservation refl ects 
entrenchment and inertia rather than any sense of entitlement or disrespect 
for anyone. Does the partnership conception nevertheless require that these 
inequalities be eliminated, so far as this is possible?

Elimination would not be possible without a new constitutional settlement 
in which either states would disappear or the small states that now enjoy an 
enormous advantage agree to give it up. Even the bare possibility neverthe-
less poses an important question of principle to which the partnership concep-
tion answers: yes, we need a new settlement. Th e issue is not academic. I em-
phasized that it makes little practical diff erence to each citizen whether his 
own impact is slightly larger or smaller than anyone  else’s. Th at fact makes the 
arithmetical rigidity of the majoritarian conception a fetish. But institutional 
structures like the composition of the Senate or the mechanics of presidential 
elections do make a considerable practical diff erence overall.

Electing the president through a college rather than by direct vote distorts 
presidential elections: candidates concentrate their attention, and design 
their policies, to appeal to key “swing” states and largely neglect the others. 
Th e structure of the Senate works to the disadvantage of urban centers: legis-
lation more favorable to their interests would be more likely if senators, like 
congressmen,  were apportioned to states by population. If the electoral col-
lege or the present in e qual ity of Senate repre sen ta tion served some purpose in 
promoting equal concern for all, as each was once thought to do, then the 
disadvantage would be merely an incidental side eff ect of a justifi ed arrange-
ment and would be acceptable for that reason. But because the in e qual ity 
serves no such purpose, the disadvantage is arbitrary, and a failure to correct 
it, if any institution had the capacity to do so, would show an illegitimate 
insensitivity to the interests or opinions of those so disadvantaged.

Judicial Review

We return, fi nally, to the great question— old and tired now in the United 
States but of increasing importance elsewhere— whether judicial review is 
undemo cratic. Should unelected judges have the power to deny the majority 
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what it genuinely wants and its duly elected representatives have enacted? We 
have in mind substantive judicial review: the power of judges not simply to 
ensure that citizens have the information they need to properly assess their 
own convictions, preferences, and policies, or to protect citizens from an in-
cumbent government anxious unfairly to perpetuate its mandate, but actually 
to strike down legislation whose majoritarian pedigree is undeniable. Th e 
majoritarian conception declares: no. Th e partnership conception replies: not 
necessarily.

Substantive judicial review certainly creates a limited, but within its limits 
vast, disparity of po liti cal impact. In America it takes only fi ve Supreme Court 
justices to undo what representatives of millions of ordinary citizens— or 
those ordinary citizens themselves in a referendum— have done. But the fi rst 
condition the partnership conception sets out is nevertheless met. Th at diff er-
ence in po liti cal impact holds between judges and everyone  else: there is no 
discrimination of birth or wealth in place. Th e second condition is therefore 
crucial. Is it plausible that judicial review improves demo cratic legitimacy 
overall?

Constitutional judges are typically appointed rather than elected, and 
their terms extend beyond— in some cases very far beyond— the terms of 
presidents and parliaments who appointed them. Th e American people can 
fi re a senator who voted to confi rm a Supreme Court justice when the senator 
is next up for reelection, but they cannot fi re the justice he voted to appoint. 
Th ese facts fi gure prominently in the perennial argument whether judicial 
review is undemo cratic: the fact that judges are not elected seems cardinal 
among the reasons for thinking that they pose a greater threat to democracy 
than presidents, prime ministers, governors, or parliamentarians do. Th is is, 
however, a crude simplifi cation; in fact a red herring.

In modern times the appointment of a American Supreme Court justice is 
a heavily publicized event with very great po liti cal consequences for both the 
president who nominates and the senators who must vote on his nomination. 
Th e excitement created by a vacancy, or even an impending one, begins long 
before any actual nomination. Th e Senate hearings are televised, media com-
ment is intense, and senators receive daily cascades of advice and threats from 
constituents and interest groups. Th e American public as a  whole has vastly 
more infl uence over who becomes a justice than it has over which senator is 
elected from a small state and then becomes chairman of a crucial congres-
sional committee or investigation or which unelected offi  cial becomes secre-
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tary of defense or chairman of the Federal Reserve Bank, each of whom has 
very great power for good or evil.

True, the public loses control over what a justice does once appointed. But 
it loses control over elected offi  cials as well, and though it can refuse to reelect 
them, some of them have much greater power, until the day of new judgment 
arrives, than single justices have over their lifetimes. A president can cry havoc 
and let slip the dogs of war. He may be right or wrong to do so, but the power 
is in any case incomparable. George W. Bush was one of the most unpop u lar 
presidents in history, but he remained adamant in pursuit of the policies that 
made him unpop u lar. Th e majoritarian conception of democracy might sup-
pose, as I said it did, that politicians will always be anxious to do what the 
majority wants. But history teaches otherwise.

Now compare the power that judges on constitutional courts have to defy 
the will of the people. Unlike presidents, prime ministers, and governors, 
constitutional judges have no power to act in de pen dently. Th ey sit in panels 
of several members, and the decisions of a panel can usually be reviewed by 
the full court, which may consist of a great many judges. In the American 
Supreme Court all the justices sit on each decision (unless some must be ex-
cused for disability or reasons of confl ict). So the power of any individual 
judge is limited by the need to attract a majority of other judges to his view.

A phalanx of like- minded justices can indeed strike down pop u lar laws, 
impair pop u lar policies, and critically alter our electoral institutions and pro-
cesses. Th ey can make very serious mistakes in exercising that power. Th e 
Supreme Court did great damage in ruling large parts of President Franklin 
Roo se velt’s New Deal legislation unconstitutional in the 1930s and, in the 
early years of Chief Justice Roberts’s tenure, in striking down programs to 
relieve racial tension and discrimination. Th e Court damaged democracy 
itself both in the way it resolved the 2000 presidential election and in its re-
cent 5– 4 ruling that corporations cannot be prevented from spending what 
they wish on negative tele vi sion advertising to defeat legislators who oppose 
their interests. Still, presidents, prime ministers, and se nior legislators who 
head important committees can do more damage on their own than judges 
can do collectively. President Herbert Hoover had greater responsibility for 
economic tragedy than the Supreme Court that opposed Roo se velt’s reme-
dies did, and even the Supreme Court’s worst decisions of recent years do not 
match in consequence those a president made. Alan Greenspan, the longtime 
chairman of the Federal Reserve Bank, is thought by several critics to be in 



 p ol i t ic s

some signifi cant part responsible, through his failures of oversight, for the 
great 2008 crisis in world credit markets. If so, he ruined more lives over a 
few years than any single justice has done, on his own, even during de cades 
of tenure. An in de pen dence index that noticed that constitutional judges are 
not elected, but also took into account all the other relevant factors and di-
mensions of power and accountability, could not confi dently rank judicial 
review as overall more damaging to po liti cal equality, on any mea sure, than 
several other features of complex representative government.

Th at is not, however, the main question now. Th is is rather the second of 
our two conditions. Does the institution of judicial review contribute overall 
to the legitimacy of a government? Representative government is indeed nec-
essary: some temporary concentration of power in a few hands is indispens-
able if a large po liti cal community is to survive and prosper. Th at is not true of 
judicial review; large nations have survived and prospered without it, and 
some still do. Any defense of judicial review as demo cratic must take some 
other form: it must argue that judicial review improves overall legitimacy by 
making it more likely that the community will settle on and enforce some 
appropriate conception of negative liberty and of a fair distribution of re-
sources and opportunities, as well as of the positive liberty that is the subject 
of this chapter.

Whether that argument can succeed for any po liti cal community obvi-
ously depends on a host of factors that vary from place to place. Th ese include 
the strength of the rule of law, the in de pen dence of the judiciary, and the 
character of the constitution judges are asked to enforce. Judicial review may 
well be less necessary in nations where stable majorities have a strong record 
of protecting the legitimacy of their government by correctly identifying and 
respecting the rights of individuals and minorities. Unfortunately history dis-
closes few such nations, even among the mature democracies. Th e recent reac-
tions of both the United States and the United Kingdom to terrorist threats 
illustrates a failure of nerve and honor in both these somewhat diff erent po liti-
cal cultures, for instance.

Nothing guarantees in advance that judicial review either will or will not 
make a majoritarian community more legitimate and demo cratic. Other 
strategies for supervising and correcting majoritarian politics can be imag-
ined that might prove superior. Perhaps, for example, the upper  house of the 
British Parliament will be reformed by electing members (without comic 
titles or dress) for a single longish term and making former members of the 
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 House of Commons ineligible. Such a body would enjoy much more pop u lar 
support than the present institution but would remain suffi  ciently insulated 
from party politics so that it might be entrusted with barring legislation that 
it deemed contrary to Britain’s Human Rights Act. Much less radical changes 
could be imagined that might improve the per for mance of existing constitu-
tional bodies and courts: I have elsewhere recommended, for example, that 
justices of the American Supreme Court be subject to long term limits.

History is not decisive of the large question whether judicial review can be 
expected to improve legitimacy in the future. But history counts. I am deny-
ing what many lawyers and po liti cal scientists claim: that judicial review is 
inevitably and automatically a defect in democracy. But it does not follow 
that any democracy has actually benefi ted from the institution. Whether the 
American Supreme Court has in fact improved democracy in the United 
States depends on a judgment you and I might make diff erently. For years I 
was accused of defending judicial review because I approved of the decisions 
the Supreme Court actually made. I am no longer open to that charge. If I 
had to judge the American Supreme Court only on its record during the last 
few years, I would judge it a failure. But I believe that the overall balance of 
its historical impact remains positive. Everything now turns on the character 
of future Supreme Court nominations. We must keep our fi ngers crossed.



Law and Morals

Th e Classical View

I have written more about law than other parts of po liti cal morality. My aim 
in this chapter is not to summarize my jurisprudential views in any detail but 
rather to show how they take their place within the integrated scheme of 
value this book attempts. I can therefore be— at least relatively— brief. I 
concentrate on what is no doubt the hottest of the chestnuts burning lawyers’ 
fi ngers for centuries: What is the relation between law and morals? I begin by 
describing how that problem has traditionally been conceived by almost all 
legal phi los o phers, including once myself, and then argue for a sharp revision 
in how we understand the issues in play.

Here is the orthodox picture. “Law” and “morals” describe diff erent col-
lections of norms. Th e diff erences are deep and important. Law belongs to a 
par tic u lar community. Morality does not: it consists of a set of standards or 
norms that have imperative force for everyone. Law is, at least for the most 
part, made by human beings through contingent decisions and practices of 
diff erent sorts. It is a contingent fact that the law in Rhode Island requires 
people to compensate others whom they injure negligently. Morality is not 
made by anyone (except, on some views, a god), and it is not contingent 
on any human decision or practice. It is a necessary, not contingent, fact that 
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people who injure others negligently have a moral obligation to compensate 
them if they can.

I am describing morality as most people understand it: what I called in 
Chapter 2 the “ordinary” view. Some phi los o phers reject this description: 
they are conventionalists or relativists or skeptics of some other form. Th ey 
think that morality is more like law in all the ways I distinguished: that it 
belongs to communities, that it is made by people, that it is contingent. I sug-
gested in Part One why I believe this view indefensible: for now I only mean 
to describe morality as you and I understand it. But the orthodox picture 
explains just as well how relativists and conventionalists see the relation be-
tween law and morals. Th ey agree that these are diff erent systems of norms 
and that problems arise about the connections between them, even though 
they think that both law and morality are man- made.

Th e classical jurisprudential question asks: How are these two diff erent 
collections of norms related or connected? One kind of connection is obvi-
ous. When a community decides what legal norms to create, it should be 
guided and restrained by morality. It should not, except in very exceptional 
emergency circumstances, make laws it believes unjust. Th e classical question 
asks about a diff erent kind of connection. How does the content of each sys-
tem aff ect the content of the other as things actually stand? Questions arise 
in both directions. How far do our moral obligations and responsibilities 
depend on what the law in fact provides? Do we have a moral obligation to 
obey the law what ever it is? How far do our legal rights and obligations de-
pend, as things stand, on what morality requires? Can an immoral rule really 
be part of the law?

We reviewed the fi rst set of these questions in Chapter 14. We concentrate 
now on the second set. How far is morality relevant in fi xing what the law 
requires on any par tic u lar issue? Lawyers have defended a great variety of 
theories. But I will consider only two of these: what is called “legal positiv-
ism” and what we may call “interpretivism.” Th ese labels are not important, 
because nothing in the argument I’ll make— that the traditional way of un-
derstanding these theories is misleading— depends on my labels’ historical 
accuracy.

Here is a very general account of the two theories. Positivism declares the 
complete in de pen dence of the two systems. What the law is depends only on 
historical matters of fact: it depends fi nally on what the community in ques-
tion, as a matter of custom and practice, accepts as law. If an unjust law 



 p ol i t ic s

meets the community’s accepted test for law— if it was adopted by a legisla-
ture and the judges all agree that the legislature is the supreme lawmaker— 
then the unjust law really is law. Interpretivism, on the other hand, denies 
that law and morals are wholly in de pen dent systems. It argues that law in-
cludes not only the specifi c rules enacted in accordance with the community’s 
accepted practices but also the principles that provide the best moral justifi -
cation for those enacted rules. Th e law then also includes the rules that follow 
from those justifying principles, even though those further rules  were never 
enacted. Interpretivism, in other words, treats legal reasoning as I have ar-
gued in this book we must treat all interpretive reasoning. It treats the con-
cept of law as an interpretive concept.

Actually there are several concepts of law, and it is necessary now briefl y 
to distinguish among these. We use “law” in a so cio log i cal sense, as when 
we say that law began in primitive societies; an aspirational sense, as when we 
celebrate the rule of law; and a doctrinal sense we use to report what the law is 
on some subject, as when we say that under the law of Connecticut fraud is a 
tort. Positivism and interpretivism are both theories about the correct use of 
the doctrinal concept. Positivism has traditionally treated that concept as cri-
terial: it has aimed to identify the tests of pedigree that lawyers or at least legal 
offi  cials share for identifying true propositions of doctrinal law. Interpretivism 
treats the doctrinal concept as interpretive: it treats lawyers’ claims about what 
the law holds or requires on some matter as conclusions of an interpretive ar-
gument, even though most of the interpretive work is almost always hidden.

Forgive a paragraph of autobiography. When more than forty years ago I 
fi rst tried to defend interpretivism, I defended it within this orthodox two- 
systems picture. I assumed that law and morals are diff erent systems of 
norms and that the crucial question is how they interact. So I said what I 
have just said: that the law includes not just enacted rules, or rules with pedi-
gree, but justifying principles as well. I soon came to think, however, that the 
two- systems picture of the problem was itself fl awed, and I began to ap-
proach the issue through a very diff erent picture. I did not fully appreciate 
the nature of that picture, however, or how diff erent it is from the orthodox 
model, until later when I began to consider the larger issues of this book.

Th e Fatal Flaw

Th ere is a fl aw in the two- systems picture. Once we take law and morality to 
compose separate systems of norms, there is no neutral standpoint from which 
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the connections between these supposedly separate systems can be adjudi-
cated. Where shall we turn for an answer to the question whether positivism 
or interpretivism is a more accurate or otherwise better account of how the 
two systems relate? Is this a moral question or a legal question? Either choice 
yields a circular argument with much too short a radius.

Suppose we treat the question as legal. We look to legal material— 
constitutions, statutes, judicial decisions, customary practices, and the rest— 
and we ask: What does the correct reading of all that material declare the rela-
tion between law and morality to be? We cannot answer that question without 
a theory in hand about how to read legal material, and we  can’t have such a 
theory until we have already decided what role morality plays in fi xing the 
content of the law. When we ask whether the legal material demonstrates or 
denies a connection between law and morality, do we suppose that the mate-
rial includes not only rules with a pedigree in conventional practice but also 
the principles necessary to justify those rules? If not, then we have built posi-
tivism in from the start and must not feign surprise when positivism emerges 
at the end. But if we do include justifying principles, then we have built in 
interpretivism.

If we turn to morality for our answer, on the other hand, we beg the ques-
tion in the opposite direction. We can say: Would it be good for justice if 
morality played the part in legal analysis that interpretivism claims it does? 
Or is it actually better for the moral tone of a community if law and morals 
are kept separate as the positivists insist? Th ese questions certainly make 
sense; they are indeed key jurisprudential questions. But according to the 
two- systems picture they can produce only circular arguments. If law and 
morals are two separate systems, it begs the question to suppose that the best 
theory of what law is depends on such moral issues. Th at assumes we have 
already decided against positivism.

Analytic Jurisprudence?

Th e two- systems picture therefore faces an apparently insoluble problem: it 
poses a question that cannot be answered other than by assuming an answer 
from the start. Th at logical diffi  culty explains what would otherwise be a re-
markable fact: the turn in Anglo- American jurisprudence, by positivists be-
ginning in the nineteenth century, to the surprising idea that the puzzle 
about law and morals is neither a legal nor a moral problem but instead a 
conceptual one: that it can be settled through an analysis of the very concept 
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of law. (To be more precise: that it can be settled through an analysis of what 
I called the “doctrinal” concept of law.) We can excavate the nature or es-
sence of that concept without making any prior legal or moral assumptions, 
the positivists claimed, and then we see plainly that the actual content of law 
is one thing and what the law should be quite another, so that law and morals 
are conceptually distinct. Something even more curious happened. Other 
lawyers, who rejected positivism, nevertheless accepted this account of their 
problem’s character. Th ey tried to show that philosophical analysis of the doc-
trinal concept of law reveals, contrary to positivism, that morality does have 
a role in legal reasoning.

We have already noticed, in Chapter 8, the fallacy in these shared assump-
tions. We cannot solve the circularity problem of the two- systems picture 
through an analysis of the concept of law unless that concept can sensibly 
be treated as a criterial (or perhaps as a natural- kind) concept. But it cannot be. 
Th ere is no agreement among lawyers and judges in complex and mature 
po liti cal communities about how to decide which propositions of law are 
true. No wonder positivists have had such diffi  culty in explaining the kind or 
mode of conceptual analysis they have in mind. John Austin, a nineteenth- 
century positivist, said that this was just a matter of the correct use of lan-
guage, which is plainly wrong. H. L. A. Hart, though he called his most in-
fl uential book Th e Concept of Law, never off ered much by way of explanation 
of what he took conceptual analysis to be. When he wrote that book, in 
Oxford, the dominant account of analysis among Oxford phi los o phers sup-
posed that analysis consists in making evident the hidden convergent speech 
practices of ordinary users of the language. But there are no convergent prac-
tices to expose. Th e doctrinal concept of law can only be understood as an 
interpretive concept with the character and structure we reviewed in Chapter 8. 
So defending an analysis of that interpretive concept can only mean defend-
ing a controversial theory of po liti cal morality. An analysis of the concept 
must assume from the start an intimate connection between law and morality. 
Th e supposed escape from the circularity problem is no escape at all.

Th ere is guidance as well as correction in this explanation. Because the 
doctrinal concept of law is an interpretive concept, we must begin any analy-
sis of that concept by identifying the po liti cal, commercial, and social practices 
in which the concept fi gures. Th ese practices assume that people have, among 
other po liti cal rights, rights with a special feature: these are legal rights be-
cause they are enforceable on demand in an adjudicative po liti cal institution 
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such as a court. We construct a conception of law— an account of the 
grounds needed to support a claim of right enforceable on demand in that 
way— by fi nding a justifi cation of those practices in a larger integrated net-
work of po liti cal value. We construct a theory of law, that is, in the same way 
that we construct a theory of other po liti cal values— of equality, liberty, and 
democracy. Any theory of law, understood in that interpretive way, will in-
evitably be controversial, just as those latter theories are.

Law as Morality

A Tree Structure

We have now scrapped the old picture that counts law and morality as two 
separate systems and then seeks or denies, fruitlessly, interconnections be-
tween them. We have replaced this with a one- system picture: we now treat 
law as a part of po liti cal morality. Th at will sound absurd to some readers and 
paradoxical to others. It seems to suggest, idiotically, that a community’s law 
is always exactly what it should be. Many readers will think that I have fi -
nally pressed my ambition to unify value too far: I have indeed become 
Procrustes sacrifi cing sense to a philosophical theory. In fact I have in mind 
something much less revolutionary and much less counterintuitive.

Th e latter parts of this book have seen a tree structure growing. We saw 
how personal morality might be thought to fl ow from ethics and then how 
po liti cal morality might be seen to fl ow from personal morality. Our aim has 
been to integrate what are often taken to be separate departments of evalua-
tion. We can easily place the doctrinal concept of law in that tree structure: 
law is a branch, a subdivision, of po liti cal morality. Th e more diffi  cult ques-
tion is how that concept should be distinguished from the rest of po liti cal 
morality— how these two interpretive concepts should be distinguished to 
show one as a distinct part of the other. Any plausible answer will center on 
the phenomenon of institutionalization.

Po liti cal rights can be distinguished from personal moral rights only in a 
community that has developed some version of what Hart called secondary 
rules: rules establishing legislative, executive, and adjudicative authority and 
jurisdiction. Legal rights can sensibly be distinguished from other po liti cal 
rights only if that community has at least an embryonic version of the separa-
tion of powers Montesquieu described. It is then necessary to distinguish 
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two classes of po liti cal rights and duties. Legislative rights are rights that the 
community’s lawmaking powers be exercised in a certain way: to create and 
administer a system of public education, for instance, and not to censor po liti-
cal speech. Legal rights are those that people are entitled to enforce on demand, 
without further legislative intervention, in adjudicative institutions that direct 
the executive power of sheriff  or police. Th e law of contract gives me a right, 
on demand, to force you to repay my loan. Th e po liti cal obligation we discussed 
in Chapter 14— to obey what ever laws lawmaking institutions adopt— is a 
 legal obligation because it can be enforced on offi  cial demand in and through 
such institutions. Of course, both kinds of rights may be controversial: it may 
be controversial that I do have a right that a par tic u lar educational scheme be 
adopted or that I do have a right enforceable on demand that you repay what 
I claim to be a loan. Th e diff erence is not one of certainty but of opportunity. 
Legislative rights must wait their turn: in a democracy the vagaries of politics 
will determine which legislative rights will be redeemed and when. Legal 
rights are subject to diff erent vagaries, but in principle they entitle individual 
members of the community to secure what they ask through pro cesses di-
rectly available. Legislative rights, even when acknowledged, are of no imme-
diate force; legal rights, once acknowledged, are immediately enforceable, on 
demand, through adjudicative rather than legislative institutions.

Th e distinction has no necessary so cio log i cal consequence. Claims about 
legislative rights play an important role in politics even when there is little 
chance that they will be recognized in parliamentary action; legal rights play 
their most important role in social and commercial life when there is no pros-
pect of or even interest in adjudicative enforcement. But the distinction is 
nevertheless philosophically illuminating: it teaches how we should under-
stand po liti cal theories and theories of law. General po liti cal philosophy 
treats, among many other issues, legislative rights. A theory of law treats legal 
rights, but it is nevertheless a po liti cal theory because it seeks a normative 
answer to a normative po liti cal question: Under what conditions do people 
acquire genuine rights and duties that are enforceable on demand in the way 
described?

Th at question may be put at diff erent levels of abstraction: it may be asked 
about a par tic u lar po liti cal community, like Belgium or the Eu ro pe an  Union, 
or, most abstractly, about everywhere or nowhere. I emphasize that it is a 
question of po liti cal morality but— as this distinction among levels of ab-
straction assumes— ordinary po liti cal facts are very likely to fi gure in the 
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answer. It must be part of any responsible answer, at any level of abstraction, 
that historical facts about legislation and, perhaps, social convention do play 
a role. How great or exclusive a role these play is a matter of contest. Legal 
positivism argues that such historical acts or conduct is exclusively decisive in 
deciding what legal rights people have. Interpretivism off ers a diff erent an-
swer, in which principles of po liti cal morality also have a part to play. Once 
we see these positions as rival normative po liti cal theories, not as rival claims 
about unpacking criterial concepts, we are able to correct a historical mis-
take. Too much jurisprudence has traveled from some declaration about the 
essence or very concept of law to theories about rights and duties of people 
and offi  cials. Our journey must be in the opposite direction: vocabulary 
should follow po liti cal argument, not the other way around. As we shall soon 
see, ancient jurisprudential puzzles, such as the puzzles of evil law, take very 
diff erent shape when we take that order of argument to heart.

We have now placed legal rights in our evolving tree structure and so fi lled 
out the one- system picture of law and politics. Legal rights are po liti cal 
rights, but a special branch because they are properly enforceable on demand 
through adjudicative and coercive institutions without need for further legis-
lation or other lawmaking activity. Th ere is nothing mysterious or meta-
physical in this way of accommodating law in our structure: it supposes no 
emergent forces. Nor— this is crucial— does it deny the distinctness of ques-
tions about what the law is and what it ought to be.

Is and Ought: Family Morality

I emphasize that last claim— that the integrated, one- system picture does not 
deny the obviously essential distinction between what law is and what it 
should be.  Here is a banal domestic story: the development of a special moral 
code or practice for a single family. You have two children: a teenage girl, G, 
and her younger brother, B. G has promised to take B to a sold- out and much- 
heralded pop concert for which she has been lucky enough to acquire two 
tickets. But someone she has been anxious to date calls, and she off ers the 
place to him instead. B protests and comes to you; he wants you to make G 
keep her word. An army of questions arises. Do you have legitimate associa-
tional authority, as a parent, to tell G what to do or to tell B what to accept? 
Do they have distinct associational obligations to do or to accept what you say, 
just as your children? If you think that you do have that authority, and that 
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they do have that obligation, then are coercive mea sures appropriate— threats 
that will induce G to keep her promise even though she does not wish to do so 
or does not think that she should? Are there conditions on your use of coercive 
authority beyond your conviction that she should keep her promise?

If so, what are those further conditions? How far are they supplied or 
shaped by your family’s history? Does it matter— and if so, in what way— 
how you have exercised your authority on similar occasions in the past? Or, if 
you have a partner, how that partner exercised a similar authority? What 
makes a past occasion similar? What if you have revised your opinion about 
the importance of promising? You used to think promises should almost never 
be broken; now you are attracted to a more fl exible view. How far should you 
regard yourself as required by your past decisions to treat new claims in the 
old way? Do you have to announce your changed views in advance of the 
events that give rise to new arguments? Or can you immediately decide new 
controversies as you now think right? Need you try to anticipate, as you refl ect 
on these issues, the other controversies that will inevitably arise? How far must 
you adjust or simplify your arguments now so that your rulings provide ade-
quate guidance to allow the family to anticipate what you will decide in the 
future?

Th e family story nicely illustrates how a distinction between what law is 
and what it ought to be can arise as a complexity within morality itself. As you 
decide the domestic questions, you construct a distinct institutional morality: 
a special morality governing the use of coercive authority within your family. 
Th is is a dynamic morality; as pronouncements are made and enforced on 
concrete occasions, that special family morality shifts. At some point a diff er-
ence clearly emerges between two questions. What conditions hold, now, on the 
use of coercive authority within the family, given its distinct history? What 
conditions would a better family history, refl ecting better answers to questions 
like those I listed, have produced? It is crucial to see that these two diff erent 
questions are both moral questions and that they must undoubtedly attract 
diff erent answers. It would be wrong to think that the special family history 
has created a distinct nonmoral code, like traditions of dress, that have some 
form of authority within the family that is not a moral authority.

Th at would be a mistake because the reasons that you and other members 
of the family have for deferring to this history are themselves moral reasons. 
Th ey draw on principles of fairness that condition coercion— principles about 
fair play, fair notice, and a fair distribution of authority, for instance, that 
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make your family’s distinct history morally pertinent. We may call these 
structuring principles because they create your distinct family morality. If 
you made a decision now that did not respect those structuring principles— 
for example, by imposing a standard on G that you refused to enforce in her 
favor on some earlier occasion— your decision would be not simply surpris-
ing, like wearing a tie to a picnic, but unfair. Unfair, that is, unless some new 
and better interpretation of those principles shows why it is not unfair. And, of 
course, any new interpretation of these principles, like any interpretation of 
social history, is itself a moral exercise: it calls on moral conviction. Th ese facts 
certainly do not erase the distinction between what the family morality is and 
what it should have been. Th e best interpretation of the structuring principles 
may well require that some decision now regretted nevertheless be followed as 
a pre ce dent. Fresh interpretation of these principles might well mitigate the 
diff erence between family and more general morality. But it cannot erase the 
diff erence. You may well feel obliged to command what you wish you did not 
have to command.

What Diff erence Does It Make?

Th eory

If lawyers and laymen take up the integrated, one- system theory of law in 
place of the dead- end two- systems model, legal philosophy and practice will 
shift. Th e substance of the old confrontation between positivism and inter-
pretivism would remain, but, as I said, in a po liti cal rather than conceptual 
form. A po liti cal global positivist would need arguments why justice should 
never count in deciding how the constitutional or substantive law of a po liti-
cal community should be interpreted, and it is hard to imagine where he 
might fi nd such arguments. But a narrower, more selective kind of positivism 
defended on po liti cal grounds might well seem persuasive to some. A positiv-
ist might argue, for example, that ambiguous or vague statutes should be read 
in what ever way the legislature that adopted them would most likely have 
decided if confronted with the choice. He might say that making interpreta-
tion turn on a historical test in that way would improve predictability; that 
though that test might not eliminate uncertainty and controversy, it would 
substantially reduce them. Or he might say that allowing even long- dead 
elected legislators to decide po liti cal issues, even counterfactually, is more 
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demo cratic than entrusting those issues to the moral sensibilities of unelected 
contemporary judges. In any case, jurisprudence would become both more 
challenging and more important. Treating legal theory as a branch of po liti-
cal philosophy, to be pursued in philosophy and politics departments as well 
as law schools, would deepen both disciplines.

Evil Law

Certain other changes in substantive legal theory might follow as well. If we 
treat law as a branch of po liti cal morality, we need to distinguish between 
legal and other po liti cal rights. I have suggested one way: that we classify le-
gal rights as those that are enforceable on demand in the way I described. 
Much academic writing rejects that suggestion, however. Legal phi los o phers 
argue, for instance, about an ancient jurisprudential puzzle of almost no 
practical importance that has nevertheless had a prominent place in seminars 
on legal theory: the puzzle of evil law. Th e Fugitive Slave Act, passed by the 
American Congress before the Civil War, declared that slaves who escaped to 
free states remained slaves and required offi  cials of those states to return 
them into slavery. Judges asked to enforce the Act faced, as some of them 
described it, a moral dilemma. Th ey believed that though the Act was wicked, 
it was nevertheless valid law. Th ey therefore thought they had to choose 
among three unpleasant alternatives: enforcing what they knew to be grave 
injustice; resigning, which would only mean that other offi  cials would en-
force that injustice; or lying about what they thought the law was.

Th is description of their dilemma seems to presuppose the two- systems 
account of law and morality. It seems to require a fi rm distinction between 
the questions of what the law is and whether judges should enforce that law. 
But the integrated account all but erases the diff erence between these two 
questions. It distinguishes law from the rest of po liti cal morality, in eff ect, by 
defi ning a legal right as a right to a judicial decision. It seems to force us to 
say either that the Fugitive Slave Act was not valid law after all, which seems 
contrary to near- universal opinion, or that judges did have a duty to enforce 
that wicked law.

We should remember, as we begin our response to this objection, the deci-
sive objections to the two- systems picture we noticed earlier. It is not an op-
tion; we must fi nd some way of explaining the evil law puzzle within the in-
tegrated conception. Set the question of nomenclature— should we call the 



l aw  

Fugitive Slave Act law— aside for a moment. Concentrate fi rst on the underly-
ing moral issue. Did judges have a po liti cal obligation, given their role and 
circumstances, to rule in favor of slaveholders claiming their escaped “prop-
erty”? Th is is a more complex question than might fi rst appear. Th e United 
States Congress (let us assume) was suffi  ciently legitimate so that its enact-
ments generally created po liti cal obligations. Th e structuring fairness principles 
that make law a distinct part of po liti cal morality— principles about po liti cal 
authority, pre ce dent, and reliance— gave the slaveholders’ claims more moral 
force than they would otherwise have had. But their moral claims  were never-
theless and undoubtedly undermined by a stronger moral argument of human 
rights. So the law should not have been enforced. Th at is the right answer, let 
us assume, to the basic moral question.

Now return to nomenclature. We seem to have a choice. We might say 
that the slaveholders had, in principle, a po liti cal right to regain their slaves 
on demand but that this right was trumped, in the language I used in 
 Chapter 14, by an emergency— in this case a moral emergency. We express 
that thought best by saying what most lawyers would say: that the Act was 
valid law but too unjust to enforce. Or we might say that the slaveholders did 
not have a right to what they asked even in principle. We express that conclu-
sion by saying what some other lawyers would say: that the Act was too un-
just to count as valid law.

Th e fi rst account, and therefore the fi rst way of putting the point, seems 
preferable in these circumstances. It expresses nuances that the second 
smothers. It explains why the judges confronted with the Act faced, as they 
said, a moral dilemma and not simply a prudential one. Th e second option 
would seem more accurate, however, in another, very diff erent, case that is 
also often cited in academic seminars. Th e hideous Nazi edicts did not create 
even prima facie or arguable rights and duties. Th e purported Nazi govern-
ment was fully illegitimate, and no other structuring principles of fairness 
argued for enforcement of those edicts. It is morally more accurate to deny 
that these edicts  were law. Th e German judges asked to enforced them faced 
only prudential dilemmas, not moral ones.

Th e integrated account of law allows this discrimination. Th e dead- end 
two- systems picture does not. However, the important question posed by 
these familiar academic examples is the moral one we fi rst considered. It would 
be misleading, in my opinion, to say fl atly either that the Fugitive Slave Act 
was not valid law, or that the Nazi edicts  were valid law. Misleading in both 
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cases because these descriptions obscure morally important aspects of each 
case and diff erences between them. But the infelicity of expression would not 
amount to conceptual error. Th e ancient jurisprudential problem of evil law 
is sadly close to a verbal dispute.

Partial Enforcement

Other judges and writers depend on the two- systems picture in other ways. 
Some argue, for instance, that the United States Constitution creates legal 
rights that are not properly enforced by courts: this seems, once again, to 
assume a distinction between theories of law and theories of adjudication. 
When the United States D.C. Circuit Court overruled a lower court deci-
sion that ordered the government to admit Uighur detainees wrongly held in 
Guantánamo Bay, it explained, “Not every violation of a right yields a rem-
edy, even when the right is constitutional.”

Lawrence Sager, a prominent defender of that thesis, off ers examples like 
this one. A constitution declares that people have a right to state- fi nanced 
health care. A constitutional court believes that it is not well placed to adju-
dicate all the delicate questions of bud get allocation and medical science that 
it would face if it tried to decide exactly which health plan citizens  were en-
titled to have. So it declines to enforce that constitutional right directly. It 
concedes that a government that put in place no plan at all would be in viola-
tion of its citizens’ legal rights. But it refuses to require any such plan. How-
ever, if government does establish a health care system, the court would rule 
on citizens’ claims that the rules of that system discriminate illegitimately or 
refuse care arbitrarily. In these circumstances, Sager and others wish to say 
that citizens do have a legal right to health care, granted by the constitution, 
but that courts enforce only part of what they are legally entitled to have. Citi-
zens must look to legislation for the most important part: to have some health 
care rather than none.

Th is is indeed an available way to describe the situation: no one would 
misunderstand. Th e diff erent vocabulary I suggest seems at least equally 
natural, however. We might say that not all the rights a constitution declares 
are legal rights. Some, like those touching foreign policy, or those much more 
effi  ciently enforced by other branches of government, are best treated as 
po liti cal but not legal— that is, as rights not enforceable by private citizens 
on demand. Others, like a right to the equal protection of any health care 
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scheme that a government does adopt, are indeed legal rights. Which of these 
rather diff erent ways of describing the situation is theoretically sounder?

Th e fi rst description— that some legal rights are not enforceable on 
demand— might be tempting if we could sensilbly adopt the two- systems 
view and a positivist theory of how we should decide what the law is. We 
might then say that though certain constitutional rights meet the tests for 
valid law and are hence legal rights, there are in de pen dent reasons why courts 
should not try to enforce them. But once we reject the two- systems view as 
self- defeating, there seems no sound theoretical basis for that position. It 
would make little sense to say what we said about the Fugitive Slave Act: that 
citizens have a prima facie constitutional right to medical care on demand 
that is however trumped by some emergency that prevents judges from actu-
ally enforcing it. In the Slave Act case, the structuring principles of fairness 
that distinguish legal from other po liti cal rights do argue for enforcement: 
they support the claims of the slaveholders. In the medical case, it is these 
very principles, which include principles about the best allocation of po liti cal 
power in a coercive state, that supply the argument against enforcement.

Th e Morality of Procedure

Th e two- systems picture created an important distinction between pro cess 
and substance: between the procedures through which law is created and the 
content of the law that is created. Th e long debate about law and morals con-
centrated on substance. Is an immoral law really law? Does justice help de-
cide whether people swindled by Bernie Madoff  can sue the Securities and 
Exchange Commission for negligence? Th e debate left pro cess largely alone: 
it seemed plain to most academic lawyers that the methods through which 
law is created are a matter of local convention whose properties are fi xed en-
tirely by that convention. Indeed, that assumption seems essential to the 
two- systems picture. It would be hard to defend positivism, even on that pic-
ture, if judges disagreed about important issues of constitutional procedure. 
But once we reject the two- systems model, and count law a distinct part of 
po liti cal morality, we must treat the special structuring principles that sepa-
rate law from the rest of po liti cal morality as themselves po liti cal principles 
that need a moral reading.

When I was a law student in Britain, more than half a century ago, I was 
told that in that country, unlike America, the legislature— Parliament—is 
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supreme. Th at was held to be a cardinal example of what was just true as a 
matter of unchallengeable law: it went without saying. But it hardly went 
without saying in an earlier century: Lord Coke disagreed in the seventeenth 
century, for instance. Nor does it go without saying now. Many lawyers, 
and at least some judges, now believe that Parliament’s power is indeed lim-
ited. When the government recently fl oated the idea of a bill that would oust 
the courts of jurisdiction over detainees suspected of terrorism, these lawyers 
claimed that such an act would be null and void. What changed, and then 
changed again?

Th e answer seems clear enough. Once, in Coke’s time, the idea that indi-
viduals have rights as trumps over the collective good— natural rights— was 
very widely accepted. In the nineteenth century a diff erent po liti cal morality 
was dominant. Jeremy Bentham declared natural rights nonsense on stilts, 
and lawyers of that opinion created the idea of absolute parliamentary sover-
eignty. Now the wheel is turning again: utilitarianism is giving way once 
again to a recognition of individual rights, now called human rights, and par-
liamentary sovereignty is no longer evidently just. Th e status of Parliament as 
lawgiver, among the most fundamental of legal issues, has once again become 
a deep question of po liti cal morality. Law is eff ectively integrated with morality: 
lawyers and judges are working po liti cal phi los o phers of a demo cratic state.

American constitutional lawyers have debated whether the very abstract 
substantive constitutional clauses— those, for example, that guarantee rights 
to free speech and religion, to freedom from cruel and unusual punishment, 
to equal protection of the laws, and to due pro cess of law— should be read as 
moral principles. But interpretation of the more concrete clauses of the 
document has usually been thought to depend on history, not morality. Two 
recent Supreme Court cases illustrate that assumption. Th e fi rst of these 
turned on the Second Amendment’s guarantee of some constitutional right 
to fi rearms. Th e Court off ered an extended discussion of En glish law in the 
eigh teenth and earlier centuries to support its ruling that this amendment 
grants individual citizens rights against a fl at prohibition on handguns. Th e 
dissenting arguments appealed to the same period of history to contradict 
that conclusion. Th e second case arose under a constitutional clause that 
allows Congress to suspend the right of habeas corpus only in special circum-
stances but does not specify who is otherwise entitled to the writ. A 5– 4 ma-
jority of the Court held that aliens detained at Guantánamo Bay  were enti-
tled to habeas corpus. Th e strongly worded dissenting opinion insisted that 
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only classes of people who  were entitled to the writ in the eigh teenth century 
 were entitled to it now. Th e majority opinion did not object to that claim, 
but ruled that the history was inconclusive and held that the alien detainees 
could therefore bring actions under the writ.

Th e Court’s debates in these cases would make some sense if we adopted 
the two- systems model of law and po liti cal morality. History might then seem 
decisive in deciding how the Constitution’s more technical clauses should be 
read. But history seems much less relevant once we accept that constitutional 
interpretation aims at making best sense of the Constitution’s words as provi-
sion for just government. Th e circumstances of the eigh teenth century  were 
entirely diff erent from those that confront any nation now, and practice then 
was governed in good part by moral and po liti cal standards we long ago re-
jected. We must therefore do our best, within the constraints of interpreta-
tion, to make our country’s fundamental law what our sense of justice would 
approve, not because we must sometimes compromise law with morality, but 
because that is exactly what the law, properly understood, itself requires.





Once More: Truth

Th e big bang of the Galilean revolution made the world of value safe for sci-
ence. But the new republic of ideas became itself an empire. Th e modern phi-
los o phers infl ated the methods of physics into a totalitarian metaphysics. Th ey 
invaded and occupied all the honorifi cs— reality, truth, fact, ground, mean-
ing, knowledge, and being— and dictated the terms on which other bodies of 
thought might aspire to them. Th e question has now become whether and 
how the world of science can be made safe for value.

Th e great variety of isms we studied in Chapter 3 tried to meet that chal-
lenge. Phi los o phers become existentialists, emotivists, anti- realists, expressiv-
ists, constructivists, and anything  else they could imagine. But each of these 
oases dried up, so each generation of phi los o phers imagined and wandered to 
a new one. Th at parade will not stop anytime soon. But the isms are all un-
satisfactory, because the idea they share— that value judgments  can’t really be 
true— loses any sense when the pointless italics are removed. Th ey are all 
grounded, what ever their mechanics or decorations, in a supposedly external 
skepticism that in one way or another swallows itself.

Some philosophers—“realists”—protested against the imperial assump-
tion, which they called “scientism.” But as we saw, mainly in Chapter 4, their 
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break with establishment metaphysics was for the most part not a clean one: 
they worried still about how judgments of value might satisfy at least some 
minimal test the metaphysics of science had set, some test of convergence or 
ground or the power to explain facts of conviction or behavior. Once we take 
seriously enough the profound in de pen dence of morality, ethics, and other 
forms of value, however, we fi nd that none of these accommodations is neces-
sary or works. We need a cleaner break, a new revolution. Of course, we need 
to distinguish responsible from irresponsible opinion. We particularly need 
that distinction in politics, when justice is at stake, and we cannot have the 
distinction without taking on ideas of truth and falsity as well. But we must 
fi nd our conceptions of truth and falsity, responsibility and irresponsibility, 
facts and realism, within the realms of value itself— on as clean a sheet as 
possible. We must abandon colonial metaphysics.

We have touched on a postcolonial conception of truth many times in this 
book: in explaining why politics needs truth, unmasking external skepticism, 
defi ning moral responsibility, locating truth in interpretation, distinguishing 
interpretive concepts, and fi nally, in taking truth to be itself an interpretive 
concept. Our journey has been steadily one of liberation. Ethics and morality 
are in de pen dent of physics and its partners: value is in that way freestanding. 
We cannot certify the truth of our value judgments through physical or bio-
logical or metaphysical discoveries; no more can we impeach them that way. 
We must make a case, not supply evidence, for our convictions, and that 
distinction demands a kind of integrity in value that in turn sponsors a dif-
ferent account of responsibility.

Does the disappointment remain? It is hard for us, in our time, fully to es-
cape the gravity of scientism and therefore fully to grasp the in de pen dence of 
value. But remember the most important lesson of Part One: there must be a 
right answer about the best thing to do, even if that answer is only that noth-
ing is. Th at is not a trick: it is a way of reminding yourself that skepticism is 
not a default. Any conviction that nothing matters must be as much the target 
of your suspicion and doubt— and misplaced hope for external validation— as 
any more positive conviction. If you do think that nothing matters, remember 
that that is also a conclusion that other people, who think as hard and long as 
you, do not accept. Th ere is no escape from the isolation of believing what 
others do not. Skepticism or nihilism is certainly no escape.

Remember also that there is a great deal that you do believe about how to 
live. If you pursue the responsibility project of Chapter 6, you will probably 
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achieve at least some limited integrated set of opinions that carries visceral 
authenticity for you. If you do, what kind of hesitation or doubt would then 
make sense? Why shouldn’t you simply believe what you then believe? Really 
believe it? It cannot matter that psychodynamics or cultural history or ge ne tic 
dissection, rather than truth itself, explains why you believe what you do. No 
causal explanation of any kind could validate any conviction, including a 
skeptical one. True, you might have believed something  else. But this is, in 
fact, what you do believe. You might come not to believe it later, of course. 
Further responsible refl ection might produce that change. But if you have been 
responsible, you have no reason, pending further refl ection, not to believe— 
fully believe— what you believe. Th is is not quietism: there is nothing it asks 
us to be quiet about. It is only telling it like it is.

What if you have not managed confi dence in any even rough opinion 
about how best to live, not even that there is no best way to live? You are 
uncertain. But uncertainty too, as we saw, assumes that there is truth to be 
had. You may well fi nd, as you live, that you are following some opinion. 
Perhaps, as Sartre supposed, you are building a style though you never pause 
to notice it. Or you may confront your problem more self- consciously: climb 
a mountain, fi nd a guru, or join a mystic movement. Or you might not: you 
might lead your life as just one damn thing after another, not defi ant in your 
skepticism but only aimless because you lack even that. You are then, at least 
in my opinion, not living well. But there is nothing to be done except to wait. 
Perhaps only for Godot.

Good Lives and Living Well

We wanted not simply to identify the in de pen dence of value but to fi nd at 
least a rough template for the unity of value. We wanted to vindicate a hedge-
hog’s search for justice in a much more inclusive theory of ethics and moral-
ity. I end by returning to the core ethical issue in our structure.

Someone lives well when he senses and pursues a good life for himself 
and does so with dignity: with respect for the importance of other people’s 
lives and for their ethical responsibility as well as his own. Th e two ethical 
ideals— living well and having a good life— are diff erent. We can live well 
without having a good life: we may suff er bad luck or great poverty or seri-
ous injustice or a terrible disease and a premature death. Th e value of our 
striving is adverbial; it does not lie in the goodness or impact of the life 
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realized. Th at is why people who live and die in great poverty can neverthe-
less live well. Even so we must each do what we can to make our own life as 
good as it could have been. You live badly if you do not try hard enough to 
make your life good.

Th e most arresting focus for life is death. We study a life best retrospec-
tively, as it appears near its end. Th en we cannot escape the question whether 
the joys and tears, the glitter and prizes and treats, have come to anything 
that can quiet the dread or do more than mock the silliness of having cared. 
Our two principles of dignity seem most stark from that perspective. Th e 
second commands us to take personal responsibility for the choices that we 
have made. We concentrated in Part Five on the po liti cal dimension of that 
responsibility: though we are never free of the vocabularies and pressures of 
our culture, we must nevertheless insist on freedom from domination. Th e 
positive requirements are equally important. A constantly examined life is 
narcissistic; a poor life. But living well must include some awareness, from 
time to time, of the values the life exhibits or denies; living must be more than 
fi nding oneself pulled by unexamined habit through worn grooves of expecta-
tion and reward. Th e wholly unexamined life, as the ancient phi los o phers 
warned us, is also a bad one. Some eff ective ethical conviction, at least some-
times engaged, is essential to responsibility in living.

Th ere are dimensions to authenticity. Doing it your way is creative even if 
the “it” that you do is familiar. Style counts; in my view it counts very much. 
But style is not enough: appraisal is also important. You do not live as well as 
you might if you have never had occasion to refl ect on what living well means 
for you in your situation. Skepticism might be the cost of that examination: 
you may come to think that nothing matters in how you live. But living with 
that thought, right or wrong, gives you more dignity than never even to have 
considered the possibility. For many people a good life is one observant in a 
par tic u lar religion. Th ey may be right or wrong in the cosmology this as-
sumes, but in either case their lives lack full dignity if they have never even 
pondered that cosmology.

Our fi rst principle has a diff erent, more substantive, force. Good lives are 
not trivial, and someone’s life does not achieve the needed importance just 
because he thinks it does. Someone who spends his life in the trivial hobby I 
mentioned— collecting matchbook covers— does not create a good life, even 
if his collection is of unmatched completeness and even if he acts always with 
great dignity, always treating others with proper respect for the importance 
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of their lives. His life may be good for some other reason; otherwise it is 
wasted.

It is diffi  cult to say what gives weight as well as dignity to a life: what  else 
it needs to make it good. Some people’s lives are made good by great and 
durable achievement, but as we noticed this can be true for only very few 
people. Most good lives are good for much more transitory eff ects: for skill 
in some challenging craft or raising a family or making the lives of other 
people better. Th ere are a thousand ways in which a life can be good; but 
many more ways, other than triviality, in which it can be bad, or at least less 
good than it might have been.

It can be bad through poverty, but the economics of good and bad lives 
are complex. I summarize now a distinction and a point I made earlier and 
elsewhere. When I come to consider what life would be good for me, I must 
distinguish between two aspects of my situation: the pa ram e ters that aff ect 
the answer— my culture, background, talents, tastes, and allegiances— and 
the limitations that make it diffi  cult or impossible for me to lead the life— or 
any of the lives— that those pa ram e ters pick out as good. Disease and physi-
cal handicaps count as limitations, not pa ram e ters; they do not help to defi ne 
what lives would be good for me but may rather doom me to a bad one.

My material resources and economic, social, and po liti cal opportunities 
may, however, be either pa ram e ters or limitations. I must count those that are 
due entirely to the stage of economic development that my community has 
reached as pa ram e ters: I cannot suppose that my life is bad just because my 
historical period or geo graph i cal platform has not achieved the prosperity 
that other generations or more prosperous continents will know or have 
known. If, on the other hand, my resource or opportunity is less because I or 
my community have been treated unjustly, then that injustice is a limitation, 
not a pa ram e ter. Whether relative poverty defi nes or blights a life depends, 
that is, on whether the poverty is unjust. Even if people who are cheated by 
modern society have substantially more resources than their ancestors had in 
some distant and just past, those ancestors may have been better placed to 
lead good lives.

Plato and other moralists argued that an unjust distribution of wealth has 
ethical disadvantages not only for those who have too little but also for those 
who have too much. Someone unjustly rich must devote more of his life to 
politics if he is to retain his self- respect than he would otherwise wish or 
think fulfi lling. He owes duties of po liti cal association to other members of 
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his po liti cal community, and these include doing what he can to secure jus-
tice for them. In an age of participatory politics this must be more than just 
voting for justice. So long as politics is fi nanced through private funds, he 
must give resources to politicians that he would rather use for his own life, 
and he must do what ever  else would signifi cantly help. His time is no longer 
his own.

Grave injustice— a nation split between affl  uence and desperate poverty— 
has further and even more dramatic consequences for the relatively affl  uent: 
it makes it diffi  cult for most of them to lead as good a life as they could in less 
unjust circumstances. Some of them, who have remarkable talent in some 
direction, can use their greater wealth more eff ectively to pursue lives of 
genuine achievement. Th e ethical question, for them, is whether they can do 
so with dignity. For the rest— the untalented rich— the impact of injustice 
on their lives is pervasive, because it counts against the value of a life that it is 
led with other people’s money, and nothing they can do with their additional 
wealth can make up that value shortfall. Rich suff er as well as poor, though 
the poor are usually more aware of their misfortune.

Cultures have tried to teach a malign and apparently persuasive lie: that 
the most important metric of a good life is wealth and the luxury and power 
it brings. Th e rich think they live better when they are even richer. In Amer-
ica and many other places they use their wealth po liti cally, to persuade the 
public to elect or accept leaders who will do that for them. Th ey say that the 
justice we have imagined is socialism that threatens our freedom. Not every-
one is gullible: many people lead contented lives without wealth. But many 
others are persuaded; they vote for low taxes to keep the jackpot full in case 
they too can win it, even though that is a lottery they are almost bound to 
lose. Nothing better illustrates the tragedy of an unexamined life: there are 
no winners in this macabre dance of greed and delusion. No respectable or 
even intelligible theory of value supposes that making and spending money 
has any value or importance in itself and almost everything people buy with 
that money lacks any importance as well. Th e ridiculous dream of a princely 
life is kept alive by ethical sleepwalkers. And they in turn keep injustice alive 
because their self- contempt breeds a politics of contempt for others. Dignity 
is indivisible.

But remember, fi nally, the truth as well as its corruption. Th e justice we 
have imagined begins in what seems an unchallengeable proposition: that 
government must treat those under its dominion with equal concern and re-
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spect. Th at justice does not threaten— it expands— our liberty. It does not 
trade freedom for equality or the other way around. It does not cripple enter-
prise for the sake of cheats. It favors neither big nor small government but 
only just government. It is drawn from dignity and aims at dignity. It makes it 
easier and more likely for each of us to live a good life well. Remember, too, 
that the stakes are more than mortal. Without dignity our lives are only 
blinks of duration. But if we manage to lead a good life well, we create some-
thing more. We write a subscript to our mortality. We make our lives tiny 
diamonds in the cosmic sands.
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discover, for instance, that the property of being condemned in the King James Ver-
sion of the Bible is the same as the property of being morally wrong, or that the 
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demned in the King James Version or that an act will favor the general welfare— is 
enough, on its own, to demonstrate the truth of a moral claim.
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Th is argument does not yet challenge Hume’s principle, however, because, 
though the proposition that water and H2O are identical is a scientifi c discovery, the 
claim that biblical condemnation is identical with being wrong, or that favoring 
welfare is identical with being right, is naturally understood as itself a moral claim. 
(See Railton, “Facts and Values,” in Facts, Values, and Norms: Essays toward a Moral-
ity of Consequence [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003], 43– 68.) If so, 
then any argument that cites biblical condemnation or welfare consequences to sup-
port a moral position is an argument that includes a moral premise or assumption, as 
Hume’s principle says any such argument must. However, some moral naturalists 
argue that these identity claims are not moral claims but rather describe a special 
kind of ordinary fact: facts about concepts. (See Richard Boyd, “How to Be a Moral 
Realist,” in Geoff rey Sayre- McCord, ed., Essays on Moral Realism [Ithaca, N.Y.: Cor-
nell University Press, 1988].) Th ey adopt the “causal” theory of meaning, developed 
in the arguments of Saul Kripke and Hilary Putnam (Kripke, “Naming and Neces-
sity,” in Donald Davidson and Gilbert Harman, eds., Semantics of Natural Language 
[Dordrecht: Reidel, 1972]; and Putnam, “Th e Meaning of ‘Meaning,’ ” Minnesota 
Studies in the Philosophy of Science 7 [1975]).

On this theory, what a concept of a certain kind designates is fi xed by historical 
facts about which natural kinds have attracted the concept’s designation. So “water” 
refers to the stuff , what ever it is, that has caused people to call it water. If we discover, 
through scientifi c study, that water necessarily has a certain molecular structure, then 
a substance on another planet that has all the surface properties of water is neverthe-
less not water if it does not have that molecular structure. Having that structure, or 
not, settles the question of whether a stuff  is water. Moral naturalists hope to apply 
this theory of reference to moral concepts. Suppose we discover that a par tic u lar 
natural property of an action— the property, say, of favoring the general welfare— is 
the property that regulates what people call good or morally required, in much the 
same way as a molecular composition regulates what people call water. We can then 
say that the natural property of favoring the general welfare is identical to the moral 
property of being good or morally required, not because we accept a moral principle 
connecting welfare and rightness, but in virtue of a matter of ordinary linguistic 
fact. If this argument is successful, then Hume’s principle is indeed false. (See Rail-
ton, “Facts and Values.”)

But the argument seems mistaken in several ways. It makes assumptions about 
technical issues in semantics that seem unsustainable. (See Terence Horgan and 
Mark Timmons, “Troubles for New Wave Moral Semantics: Th e Open Question 
Argument Revived,” Philosophical Papers 21 [1992].) A diff erent mistake is more im-
portant. Th e moral naturalist’s argument assumes that moral concepts belong to the 
family of concepts— these are often called “natural- kind” concepts— whose refer-
ence can sensibly be identifi ed causally. In Chapter 8 I explain why this assumption 
is wrong. Th ere is no one descriptive property, even a complex one, that has regulated 
the use of “wrong” as water has regulated the use of “water.” I argue in Chapter 8 that 
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moral concepts belong to a diff erent family of concepts— I call these interpretive 
concepts— whose meaning cannot be stated except through judgments of value. If 
this is correct, then no theory of the kind the moral naturalists off er, about the 
meaning of moral concepts, can challenge Hume’s principle, because any such theory 
embeds moral claims. Th at explains an inevitable reaction to the naturalist’s argu-
ment. It seems inconceivable that whether it is right to torture terrorist suspects or 
unjust not to provide universal health care depends on how people have used “wrong” 
or “unjust” in the past. When we understand that moral concepts are interpretive, 
not natural- kind concepts, we see why.

(3) Two other issues discussed later in this book can also be seen to put Hume’s 
principle at risk. (a) In Chapter 4 we consider the causal impact hypothesis, which 
states that people can interact causally with moral truth through some form of per-
ception, and the causal dependence hypothesis that, if the causal impact hypothesis 
is false, it follows that no one can have any reason to hold any moral position. Th e latter 
principle is itself a moral principle— a piece of moral epistemology. Th e former is 
factual and, if it  were true, would threaten Hume’s principle. I argue in Chapter 4 that 
both these hypotheses are false. (b) Later in this chapter, as part of a general survey of 
status skepticism, we take up a diff erent philosophical claim: that because moral con-
victions are intrinsically motivating, they cannot be construed as beliefs that can be 
true or false. If that claim holds, and if it is just a matter of psychological fact whether 
moral convictions are intrinsically motivating, then this philosophical claim also 
challenges Hume’s principle. I reject the claim later in this chapter, however.

(4) Finally, the fact/value distinction is said itself to be illusory because factual 
claims are themselves impregnated with value (see, e.g., Hilary Putnam, Th e Collapse 
of the Fact/Value Dichotomy and Other Essays [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 2002]). I believe that the claim of a “collapse” of fact into value is overstated. 
Very important distinctions between the two domains survive even once we recog-
nize the important truth that assumptions of epistemic value— simplicity, coher-
ence, intellectual elegance, and beauty— sometimes help to fi x what we take to be 
scientifi c truth and cannot themselves be tested scientifi cally without question beg-
ging. See Chapter 4. I describe what I take to be the most important of these surviv-
ing and deep distinctions in Chapter 7. But even if we accepted the claim of collapse 
in its most extravagant form, and concluded that every statement of fact is a value 
judgment, Hume’s principle would not be threatened. On the contrary, it would be-
come trivially true.
 7. John Mackie, Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong (New York: Penguin Books, 
1977), 36– 38.
 8. Ibid., 38– 42, 40.
 9. See, e.g., Bernard Williams, “Internal and External Reasons,” in his collec-
tion Moral Luck (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 101– 13: Richard 
Joyce, Th e Myth of Morality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).
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 10. Williams, “Internal and External Reasons,” 101– 13.
 11. Richard Joyce apparently has a contrary view. He treats the concept as what I 
call in Chapter 8 a criterial concept (see Joyce, Th e Myth of Morality, 102). Th at mis-
take, as I take it to be, has an important impact on his argument.
 12. I should say, out of caution, that these nonmetaphysical, down- market trans-
lations of my further claims are not meant to endorse the “defl ationary” theory of 
truth or, indeed, any other theory of truth. I consider such theories in Chapter 8.
 13. See the online Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (plato.stanford.edu/) arti-
cles “Cognitivism and Non- Cognitivism,” “Judgment Internalism,” and “Moral Mo-
tivation” for some sense of the variety of theories on this subject in the fi eld. See also 
Mark Van Roojen, “Moral Cognitivism vs. Non- Cognitivism,” Stanford Encyclope-
dia of Philosophy, June 7, 2009, plato.stanford.edu/entries/moral- cognitivism/; and 
Connie Rosati, “Moral Motivation,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, October 19, 
2006, plato.stanford.edu/entries/moral- motivation/.
 14. Shakespeare, Richard III, act 1, scene 1.
 15. See G. E. M. Anscombe, Intention, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1963), 
section 32.
 16. Milton, Paradise Lost, book 4.
 17. Th e simplest form of the view would be fi rst- personal: torture is wrong if it 
disgusts me. Th at plainly entails a substantive judgment: torture would be acceptable 
if it didn’t disgust me. Th e most usual form of the view, I believe, is this: what makes 
an act morally wrong is that contemplating that act produces a par tic u lar kind of 
reaction in most people, or in most members of a par tic u lar community. It follows 
from that formulation that if one day people in general, or in the stipulated commu-
nity, ceased to react in that way, torture would cease to be wicked, just as rotten eggs 
would cease to be disgusting if they no longer disgusted anyone. Th e thesis that tor-
ture would cease to be wicked if it  were no longer so regarded is of course a highly 
controversial fi rst- order moral position. However, the dispositional account might 
take diff erent forms. It might hold, for example, that what makes torture wrong is 
the reaction, not of whichever kind of people happen to exist from time to time, but 
of us, that is, of people with the physiological structure, basic interests, and general 
mental dispositions that people actually have now. (See Crispin Wright, Truth and 
Objectivity [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1992], 114.) In that case it 
would no longer follow that torture would cease being wicked if human beings de-
veloped very diff erent general interests or neural wiring. But some plainly substan-
tive and controversial claims would still follow: for instance, that torture would not 
have been wicked if economic or other circumstances had been diff erent as human 
reactions evolved, so that creatures with our general interests and attitudes had not 
been revolted by it. Th e dispositional account might take other forms than these 
two; it might attempt to fi x the extension of moral properties in other ways. But just 
as any philosophically illuminating account of the disgustingness of rotten eggs 
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yields counterfactual claims about the circumstances in which rotten eggs would not 
be or have been disgusting, so any illuminating account of moral properties as sec-
ondary entails counterfactuals that state substantive moral positions.
 18. Lady Macbeth: “I have given suck, and know / How tender ’tis to love the 
babe that milks me” (I, vii, ll.54– 55). Macbeth had no children.
 19. Richard Rorty, “Does Academic Freedom Have Philosophical Presupposi-
tions?” in Louis Menand, ed., Th e Future of Academic Freedom (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1996), 29– 30.
 20. Smith, “Dworkin on External Skepticism,” agrees that the speech- act version 
of status skepticism has “basically” been abandoned. He calls attention, however, to 
a version of the two- games strategy that he believes my arguments do not touch. 
“What distinguishes beliefs about moral matters of fact from beliefs about non- 
moral matters of fact, external status skeptics now say, is that beliefs about moral 
matters of fact are entirely constituted by desires about non- moral matters of fact, 
while beliefs about non- moral matters of fact are not” (p. 518).

By way of background, consider the following argument. When we accept that 
some proposition is true, it remains a distinct and important philosophical issue 
what in the world makes it true— in what its truth consists or, as Kit Fine puts it, 
what “grounds” its truth (Kit Fine, “Th e Question of Realism,” Phi los o pher’s Imprint 
1, no. 2 [June 2001],  www .philosophersimprint .org/ 001001/ ). So though an external 
status skeptic might accept that “Cheating is wrong” is true, he might deny that its 
truth consists in the moral state of aff airs of cheating being wrong. He might insist 
instead that its truth consists in some psychological state of aff airs— of par tic u lar 
people having par tic u lar attitudes or desires. However, that would not help him out 
of the predicament I describe. He wants to be able to agree with anything substan-
tive that a nonskeptic can say; he wants to be able to say, for instance, that the 
wrongness of cheating is a basic moral fact whose truth in no way depends on people’s 
attitudes. If he denied that very pop u lar judgment, he would plainly be taking up a 
substantive moral position. His skepticism would be internal. So he wants to be able 
to deny that the wrongness of cheating consists in a psychological state when he is 
playing the game of substantive morality, but assert it, saying that true moral beliefs 
are indeed constituted by attitudes, when he plays a distinct, philosophical, second- 
level game. But, as I argue in the text, he cannot do that unless he can restate the 
propositions in one of the two games or the other so as to make them consistent. He 
cannot do that, so he must choose between the two propositions. He must fi nally 
decide whether the truth of cheating being wrong is constituted just by attitudes, in 
which case his skepticism is internal, or whether it is constituted by the wrongness of 
cheating, in which case he is not a skeptic at all.

Smith agrees that this argument fails, for this reason, to support an external skep-
ticism. But he suggests that the argument for that position improves when we ask 
what a moral belief, rather than a moral fact, consists in. He cites a recent article to 

 no t e s  t o  pa g e s  6 0 – 63



illustrate this strategy. James Drier considers the phenomenon described by the 
proposition “Julia believes that knowledge is intrinsically good.” He suggests that the 
diff erence between non- naturalism and naturalism “must, it seems to me, amount to 
the idea that the property of goodness enters into explanations of [such] phenomena 
that expressivists would explain by other means” (Drier, “Meta- Ethics and the Prob-
lem of Creeping Minimalism,” Philosophical Perspectives 18 (Ethics) [2004]: 41. I am 
not sure what kind of “explanation” Drier has in mind or how Smith thinks Drier’s 
suggestion bears on my argument. A “realist” need have no diff erent opinion from an 
“expressivist” about Julia’s phenomenology or her brain states. Nor about the causal 
history of her belief. As I argue in Chapter 4, a “realist” can consistently adopt any 
personal- history causal explanation of anyone’s moral convictions that any kind of 
skeptic might off er. What kind of explanation does Drier then have in mind?

Perhaps he means to ask whether it is Julia’s desires or the moral facts she asserts 
that play the more basic or fundamental role in any metaphysical account of the situ-
ation. But however we understand this question (if we do), the crucial issue remains 
the same as when we focused, in the last paragraph, not on belief but on moral facts 
themselves. Does the “explanation” Drier has in mind include, at any stage or at any 
level or mode of metaphysical depth, a claim or assumption that knowledge is not 
intrinsically good? or not really or not intrinsically good? or something of the sort? If 
so, then once again the “expressivist” in question is not an external but an internal 
skeptic. Taking his  whole account together, he advances a substantive view of the 
matter. His view may be metaphysical, but it also expresses a negative substantive 
conviction about goodness. But if not— if no opinion of that sort fi gures in or is en-
tailed by his account of Julia’s belief— then he is not a skeptic at all. If this is “what 
external status skeptics now say,” they have not improved their position. (I do not 
suggest any doubt that there are important metaphysical issues that bear on the 
question whether the philosophical theories of realism and anti- realism about any 
domain can be distinguished and, if so, how. See, e.g., Fine, “Th e Question of Real-
ism.” But only that these issue are orthogonal to the question I take up, which is the 
possibility of a genuine external skepticism.)
 21. Gibbard suggests this in his recent book, Th inking How to Live (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2003), 183– 88. Blackburn in conversation and cor-
respondence.
 22. Gibbard has consistently described his moral theory as “expressivist.” (He 
once called himself a “noncognitivist” as well, but he has now withdrawn that latter 
description [Allan Gibbard, Th inking How to Live, [183]). He explains his philosophi-
cal project this way: he means to “ask what states of mind ethical statements express” 
(183). He uses “ethical” to include “moral” and uses “express” in a sense closer to 
“means,” as in “boo” expresses disapproval, than to “signal,” as in “boo” expresses an 
inarticulate mind. His conclusion: moral judgments express ac cep tance of a plan for 
living. Th at sounds skeptical of the ordinary view, at least initially, because people 
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who hold that view think that their moral judgments express beliefs that acts are 
right or wrong rather than the ac cep tance of plans. But Gibbard argues that an ex-
pressivist in his sense can sensibly say everything that ordinary people say about the 
truth and objectivity of moral judgment. He can explain the truth- claiming features 
of morality by describing them as internal to the plans accepted by people who make 
moral judgments. “Normative claims can be true or false, in de pen dent of our accept-
ing them. To accept this is, roughly, to restrict your plans to ones that are not con-
tingent on which plans, in the contingencies you plan for, you would accept if that 
contingency obtained” (6). Th at sounds like the two- game strategy I described: the 
expressivist off ers a kind of explanation, at the level of explanation, that allows him 
to say everything a realist might say at the level of moral engagement. And, indeed, 
Gibbard distinguishes two games in much the way the strategy I describe requires: 
he distinguishes questions of the “internal adequacy” of his account, by which he 
means its success in mimicking the ordinary view, from questions about its “external 
adequacy,” by which he means its success as an explanation of the internal phenom-
ena (184– 88).

He is therefore right to confront my suggestion (published in an earlier article, 
“Objectivity and Truth: You’d Better Believe It,” Philosophy & Public Aff airs 25 
[Spring 1996]: 87– 139, and repeated in the text) that if an expressivist fully succeeds 
in that mimicking project, he erases any diff erence between himself and those he 
takes to be his “realist” opponents. Gibbard calls this “a strange worry” (184). He 
insists that even if he and I fully agree about what makes sense at the internal, en-
gaged level, we disagree at the philosophical level because his theory off ers a better 
explanation of what happens at the engaged level. It better explains what state of 
mind moral judgments express. Th e ordinary view I defend cannot, he says, answer 
the question he takes as central to moral theory: Why does what we ought to do matter 
for what to do? (184). He presents his supposedly more successful answer in this dic-
tum: “I say that the concept of ought just is the concept of what to do” (184, italics 
his). To have an opinion about what is right or wrong just is to have a plan, or part of 
a plan, about how to live.

However, I suggested that a two- games strategy collapses not because it proposes 
a diff erent explanation for the same phenomena— that is what most theories do— 
but because it converts its supposed second- order explanation into part of the fi rst- 
order phenomenon being explained. His dictum seems a good example. Th e ques-
tion he says it answers— Why do what we ought to do?— is a fi rst- order substantive 
ethical question that phi los o phers have been trying to answer since the beginning. 
(Th is book attempts an answer in its later parts.) We can understand Gibbard’s dic-
tum, as an answer to that ancient question, in one of three ways. (1) We can take the 
dictum as a description of people’s state of mind when they express moral convic-
tions. It then encounters two problems. First, it seems false. Some people very care-
fully plan to do what they think morally wrong, not out of weakness of will but out 
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of straightforward and self- conscious perversity, just because it is wrong. I off ered 
examples: Gloucester and Satan. Second, Gibbard’s dictum, understood as just de-
scription, does not respond to the question he says it answers. Any such description, 
even if accurate, would leave entirely open the substantive question: Why be moral? 
(2) We might treat the dictum as declaring a philosophical position: that there is a 
conceptual connection between thinking we ought to do something and planning to 
do it, so we cannot sensibly doubt that the thing to do is what one ought to do. Th en 
it holds that Gloucester and Satan  were talking nonsense— committing themselves 
to plans and rejecting those plans in the same breath. Th is is implausible. (3) Or we 
can understand the dictum as staking out a substantive position in the ancient de-
bate. On this understanding, Gibbard makes the strong claim that “the thing to do” 
is never other than what morality allows. Th at states a fi rst- order ethical conviction, 
not a second- order explanation.

Simon Blackburn’s views have apparently shifted over the years, but he seems at 
least once to have held a theory that exemplifi es the two- games strategy described in 
the text. He insisted that moral judgments are best understood as projections of at-
titudes and emotions. (See, e.g., Simon Blackburn, “Reply: Rule- Following and 
Moral Realism,” in Andrew Fisher and Simon Kirchin, eds., Arguing about Metaethics 
[New York: Routledge, 2006], 471.) He called himself a “projectivist” and a “quasi- 
realist,” and he explained these self- descriptions in status- skeptical terms. He said he 
was improving on Ayer’s emotivism, for example. (See his autobiographical remarks 
at  www .philosophynow .org/ issue35/ 35blackburn .htm .) He said, “I take an emotivist’s 
starting point: we see the meaning of moral utterances as essentially exhausted by 
their role in expressing the speaker’s attitude” (Essays in Quasi- Realism [Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 1993], 19). He said he “holds that our nature as moralists is well 
explained by regarding us as reacting to a reality which contains nothing in the way 
of values, duties, right and so forth” (Arguing about Metaethics, 471.) But he was also 
at great pains, in many articles and books, to show that a projectivist like himself 
could “adopt the intellectual practices supposedly defi nitive of [moral] realism.” He 
insisted, for example, that a projectivist who agrees with Hume that values are a 
“new creation” produced by human response to a morally inert world can neverthe-
less say that the wrongness of cruelty does not depend on any human response to a 
morally inert world. He seemed to invoke the idea of two games or “businesses” to 
explain this apparent puzzle. “Th ere is only one proper way to take the question ‘On 
what does the wrongness of wanton cruelty depend?’: as a moral question with an 
answer in which no mention of our actual responses properly fi gures . . .  As soon as 
one uses a sentence whose simple assertion expresses an attitude, one is in the busi-
ness of discussing or voicing ethical opinion.” But: “If one attempts to discuss external 
questions one must use a diff erent approach— in my case, a naturalism that places 
the activities of ethics in the realm of adjusting, improving, weighing, and rejecting 
diff erent sentiments or attitudes.” And: “Th e projectivist . . .  has a perfect right to 
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confi ne external questions of de pen den cy to domains where real states of aff airs, 
with their causal relations, are in question. Th e only things in this world are the 
attitudes of people . . .  moral properties are not in this world at all, and it is only 
because of this that naturalism remains true” (“How to Be an Ethical Anti- 
Realist,” in Blackburn’s Essays in Quasi- Realism [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1993], 173– 74).

I am assuming that Blackburn imagined a philosophical “business” distinct from 
moral “business,” so that a phi los o pher might be skeptical about the ordinary view 
in the former game but not in the latter. Th ere is an alternate interpretation: that 
when he speaks of the “external” world of “naturalism” and of “real states of aff airs,” 
he has in mind not a distinct philosophical world where he can deny the objective 
truth of moral judgment but rather the world of social scientists, sociologists, and 
psychologists whose business is to off er causal personal- history explanations of how 
people come to hold their moral convictions. On this second interpretation, his re-
marks about the absence of moral properties “in this world” mean only what is obvi-
ously true: that questions about the truth of moral convictions do not arise when we 
try to explain why someone holds the convictions he does.

I believe that the fi rst of these two interpretations of the “external” world fi ts the 
body of Blackburn’s work better than the second does, however. Otherwise he 
 wouldn’t say that “in my case” the business of explanation would mean naturalism: 
under the second interpretation, that would of course be true for everyone. Moreover 
the project of creating a projectivist “mimicking” of the ordinary view itself assumes 
skepticism about the ordinary view as it stands. Consider, for example, his argument 
why a projectivist can insist that it would still be wrong to kick dogs even if no one 
thought it wrong. A projectivist can say this, Blackburn says, because a projectivist 
“approves of a moral disposition” that, given the belief that no one minds kicking 
dogs, “yields the reaction of disapproval as an output; he does not approve of one 
which needs belief about our attitudes as an input in order to yield the same output, 
and this is all that gets expression in the counterfactual” (Blackburn, “Rule- 
Following and Moral Realism,” in S. Holtzmann and C. Leich, eds., Wittgenstein: To 
Follow a Rule [London: Routledge, 1981], 179).

Th at is the language of status skepticism. Ordinary people who hold the ordinary 
view think, on the contrary, that what gets “expression” in the counterfactual is the 
belief that it would be wrong to kick dogs even if everyone thought otherwise.
 23. Ronald Dworkin, Taking Rights Seriously (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1977), chapter 6.
 24. See Rawls, “Justice as Fairness: Po liti cal not Metaphysical,” in Collected 
Papers, ed. Samuel Freeman (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999), 
386, 400n19.
 25. Rawls, “Kantian Constructivism in Moral Th eory,” in Collected Papers, 
303, 346.
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 26. Ibid., 350.
 27. See Onora  O’Neill, “Constructivism in Rawls and Kant,” in Th e Cambridge 
Companion to Rawls, ed. Samuel Freeman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2002), 347.
 28. I defend and try to begin that kind of project in Is Democracy Possible  Here? 
(Prince ton: Prince ton University Press, 2006).
 29. Christine Korsgaard believes that Rawls was given an “axiom” defi ning liberal-
ism so that he had only to fi nd a suitable procedure for satisfying that axiom (Kors-
gaard, “Realism and Constructivism in Twentieth Century Moral Philosophy,” in 
Philosophy in America at the Turn of the Century [Charlottesville, Va.: Philosophy 
Documentation Center, 2003], 99, 112). “Since liberalism claims that po liti cal policies 
are justifi ed only when they are acceptable in the eyes of the citizens,” she says, “we 
must be able to off er reasons in support of these coercive policies that are acceptable to 
all the citizens.” If “acceptable” means “could be accepted,” the constraint is too weak: 
conversion is always possible. If it means “will be accepted,” it is too strong: there are 
no policies that will be accepted by everyone we count as reasonable in any state. Kors-
gaard says that her own version of constructivism begins in the idea that moral judg-
ment has a practical function to play. Of course moral judgment, like any other activ-
ity, plays many functions. She means, I take it, that moral judgments are in some way 
exhausted by their practical problem- solving role. If they  were, however, they would 
perform that role very badly. We do not fi rst identify a practical problem we have, like 
needing to live together in peace, then fi nd a practical solution to that problem, and 
then decorate our solution with moral confetti. We need moral concepts even to iden-
tify the problems we need to solve. We want to live with others not just in peace, which 
might be achieved by a variety of tyrannies, but in a just society whose institutions 
treat every citizen fairly by respecting their equal status. We want a society that is really 
just, not that we declare just because it is the upshot of a selection device we stipulate. 
So we cannot solve that problem without fi rst deciding what justice requires. What 
“works” for us depends on the right understanding of moral concepts, not the other 
way around; we need some in de pen dent, nonconstructivist, way to decide what the 
right understanding is.
 30. Nadeem Hussain and Nishi Shah, “Misunderstanding Metaethics,” in Ox-
ford Studies in Meta- ethics, vol. 1, ed. Russ Shafer- Landau (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2006), 268.

4. Morals and Causes

 1. You shouldn’t think this. See my Sovereign Virtue (Cambridge, Mass.: Har-
vard University Press, 2000), 409– 26.
 2. See G. E. Moore, Principia Ethica (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1903); Richard Price, Review of the Principal Questions in Morals (1757).
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 3. Moral naturalism, discussed in Chapter 3, supports the causal impact hypothe-
sis. If moral properties are identical to natural properties, and these natural proper-
ties interact with human minds, then moral properties do that as well. Nicholas 
Sturgeon’s argument along those lines is framed as a response to an infl uential book 
by Gilbert Harman. See Sturgeon, “Moral Explanations,” in David Copp and David 
Zimmerman, eds., Morality, Reason and Truth (Totowa, N.J.: Rowman and Allan-
held, 1985), 49– 79, reprinted in Arguing about Metaethics, ed. Andrew Fisher and Si-
mon Kirchin (New York: Routledge, 2006), 117. Harman argued that moral facts, if 
there  were any, could not explain our moral convictions, and concluded that there 
are no moral facts. See Harman, Th e Nature of Morality: An Introduction to Ethics 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1977). Sturgeon challenges Harman’s premise. 
He thinks the fact that Hitler was a monster explains what Hitler did, and what 
Hitler did explains why we think him a monster, so this is an instance of a moral truth 
explaining a moral conviction. Harman said that we must test this sort of causal 
claim by asking a counterfactual question: Would we still have believed Hitler a 
monster even if he  wasn’t? If the answer to that question is no, then we can conclude 
that Hitler’s being a monster caused us to think him one. But, Harman says, we have 
no reason to think the answer is no. Sturgeon points out correctly that we can under-
stand the counterfactual two ways. We may take it to ask whether, if Hitler’s behavior 
had been diff erent in ways that made him not a monster, we would have believed 
him one. Th e answer to that question probably is, at least for most of us: no. Or we 
can take it to ask whether, if Hitler was what he was and did what he did, but that 
didn’t make him a monster, we would have believed him one. Sturgeon rightly says 
that the premise of the question so understood is unintelligible because it asks us to 
imagine a diff erent world exactly like ours, with Hitler behaving exactly as he did, 
but diff erent only in the single fact that in that world Hitler  wasn’t a monster. If there 
 were morons— moral particles whose confi guration made moral judgments true or 
false— this might make sense. Th e other world could be just like ours except that the 
morons  were diff erently arranged. But because moral judgments are true in virtue 
of reasons, not morons, the premise of this counterfactual is indeed unimaginable.

Sturgeon draws two conclusions and twice runs these together. First, he con-
cludes that because the only intelligible way of framing Harman’s counterfactual 
yields, at least for most people, a negative answer, Hitler’s monstrosity must explain 
why most people think him a monster. But that is a mistake, because on that under-
standing the counterfactual  doesn’t bear on the question of causation at all. Th e 
ghost of Joseph Goebbels knows all the historical facts that made Hitler a monster, 
but these facts  haven’t caused that ghost to hold my opinion. It does seem natural to 
say that Hitler’s being a monster explains why he acted as he did, and why I think 
him a monster. But that is best understood as a compressed statement of the follow-
ing fuller version. Hitler’s personality caused him to act as he did and, because I 
think people who act as he did are monsters, his personality in that way caused me to 
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think him a monster. Nothing in that fuller description attributes causal power to 
the truth that Hitler was a monster, and the fuller description leaves nothing out that 
is causally relevant. (See Crispin Wright, Truth and Objectivity [Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1992], 195.) Sturgeon draws a second conclusion: that Har-
man is wrong in thinking his argument licenses the skeptical conclusion that there 
are no moral facts. I agree. Harman is wrong to draw that conclusion even though he 
is right that moral facts don’t cause moral convictions, because the causal depen-
dence thesis I discuss in the next section is false.
 4. Mark Johnston argues persuasively, against expressivist and dispositional ac-
counts of aesthetic and moral qualities, that beauty is not in the eye of the beholder 
(“Th e Authority of Aff ect,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 63, no. 1 [2001]: 
181). Your lover really is beautiful, although you might have to take the right interest 
in her to see it. You do not reason or infer her beauty. You see it the way a chess-
master sees a stalemate in three moves. But this cannot be, in either of those cases, a 
causal kind of perception. You see that the boys burning a cat are depraved, but the 
sense in which you see that provides no further evidence or argument for their de-
pravity as an eyewitness’s seeing does provide further evidence of a stabbing. If some-
one disagreed with your judgment, and you  were able to provide some argument in 
its favor, that argument  wouldn’t turn on your truthfulness or your ability to detect 
depravity or whether you  were in the right position to detect it. It would turn on the 
reasons you off ered to show that what the boys  were doing was depraved. Your im-
mediate moral and aesthetic reactions refl ect experience and deep assumptions, the 
way the chessmaster’s reaction does; any argument about beauty or depravity that 
follows your claim would be a justifi cation, not a more detailed report of what 
you saw.
 5. Plato, Phaedrus 247e– 249d; Phaedo Ph. 65e– 66a; G. E. Moore, Principia Ethica 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1903). See also the moral sense theorists: 
e.g., Shaftesbury, An Inquiry Concerning Virtue, or Merit (1699); Reid, An Inquiry into 
the Human Mind on the Principles of Common Sense, ed. Derek R. Brookes (Edin-
burgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997); Hutcheson, An Essay on the Nature and 
Conduct of the Passions and Aff ections. With Illustrations on the Moral Sense (Dublin: 
J. Smith and W. Bruce, 1728).
 6. I describe three such theories  here.

Nagel.  Morality, on Th omas Nagel’s view, is a matter not of occult particles but 
of reasons. People have a faculty of reason, and this faculty allows them, in the right 
circumstances, to reach credible conclusions about what they have most reason to 
do. Th ey exercise this faculty by a pro cess of progressive objectifi cation, that is, by 
struggling to prescind from their own par tic u lar desires, interests, and ambitions to 
consider what reasons people in general, or no one in par tic u lar, has for action. 
Th rough this pro cess people are able to leave behind their personal perspective, 
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which their own interests dominate, to struggle toward an impersonal perspective 
from which moral judgment is possible. (Nagel, Th e View from Nowhere [Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1986], chapters 8 and 9.)

I discuss Nagel’s contrast between these two perspectives at several points in this 
book. Its pertinence now lies in the connection it draws between two issues: the best 
explanation of how moral opinion is formed and whether moral opinion can be ob-
jectively true. He takes the key question in the contest over the latter issue to be 
whether the pro cess of objectifi cation he describes is possible for human beings 
or whether they are inevitably trapped in a personal perspective, limited by their 
own interests and inclinations.

Th e subjectivist would have to show that all purportedly rational judgments 
about what people have reason to do are really expressions of rationally unmoti-
vated desires or dispositions of the person making the judgment— desires or 
dispositions to which normative assessment has no application. Th e motiva-
tional assumption would have to have the eff ect of displacing the normative 
one— showing it to be superfi cial and deceptive . . .  Subjectivism involves a 
positive claim of empirical psychology. (Th e Last Word [Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1997], 110– 11.)

“Express” in this context is a causal, not a semantic, idea. Th e subjectivist argues that 
people’s moral convictions are best explained as the upshot of personal desires or 
dispositions rather than judgments they make from some impersonal standpoint 
that allows those desires and dispositions no causal role. Nagel believes that the sub-
jectivist cannot show that this “displacement” occurs in every case. But that is, as he 
says, a question of empirical psychology, and we might therefore test Nagel’s descrip-
tion of the crux of the contest by imagining that the subjectivist succeeds. Th e 
subjectivist is able to show that personal inclinations and other aspects of personal 
history always fi gure indispensably in any full explanation of why someone holds the 
moral opinions he does. Why would any form of skepticism follow from that empiri-
cal demonstration?

Hume’s principle stands in the way. Th e empirical fact that no one holds a moral 
opinion that is not best explained by his hidden desires cannot by itself make any 
moral opinion false or not true. You feel passionately that affi  rmative action is deeply 
insulting and unfair. You believe that your opinion states an objective truth; it would 
still be true, that is, even if everyone came to think the opposite. Your psychothera-
pist convinces you, however, that some long- forgotten but traumatic childhood ex-
perience, when you  were denied a treat in order that someone less fortunate might 
have it, provides the best explanation of why you hold that conviction so passion-
ately; in fact, he convinces you that but for that long- forgotten trauma you would 
not think affi  rmative action unfair. It would hardly follow that affi  rmative action is 
not, after all, unfair. Th at depends on the moral arguments that can be made in favor 
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of that moral conclusion, not whether your appreciation of those arguments was the 
sole cause of your forming the conviction. So the empirical triumph of the subjectiv-
ist would be of no use in establishing his philosophical position. Later in this chapter 
I imagine that everyone who has had a certain brain scan thinks affi  rmative action 
fair. I argue that those who changed their minds after a brain scan have no reason, 
just in that fact, to revert to their former opinion. Th e empirical demonstration 
Nagel imagines is only a more easily conceivable example than that one.

How someone has reached his convictions does bear on moral responsibility but 
not on whether his convictions are objectively true. I distinguish responsibility from 
truth in Chapter 6, and I argue that no one is morally responsible unless he draws his 
opinions from a reasonably well- integrated and authentic system of conviction. But 
even moral responsibility would not be undermined by the subjectivist’s success in his 
empirical claims. Responsibility requires the integration I just described, but it is not 
destroyed by any deeper explanation of why an agent has come to hold the convictions 
that he has successfully integrated. So neither the soundness nor the responsibility of 
our convictions can be challenged by the subjectivist’s empirical psychology.

Wiggins.  David Wiggins has been energetic in the project to salvage something 
from the causal impact hypothesis. He calls it a “mark” of truth that a proposition p, 
in any domain, can be true only if there are circumstances in which someone can 
believe that p “precisely because p.” He thinks that this condition is fulfi lled when 
“there is nothing  else to think” but p, so that the question whether moral judgments 
can be true is the question whether there can be circumstances in which that condi-
tion holds. I state his interesting argument at length.

My suggestion is that someone believes that p precisely because p . . .  if there 
is a good explanation of their coming to believe that p which leaves the ex-
plainer himself no room to deny that p . . .  Th e fi rst example may as well be 
perceptual: “Look, the cat is on the mat. So, given John’s perceptual capacities 
and his presence near the cat, no wonder he believes the cat is on the mat. 
Th ere is nothing  else for him to think about the cat and the mat.” Th is expla-
nation, which leaves no room to deny that the cat is on the mat, answers the 
question, “Why does John believe the cat is on the mat?” Next, and in the 
second place, consider the analogous but utterly diff erent question, “Why 
does Peter believe 7 + 5 = 12?” and an explanation that runs on the following 
pattern: “Look, 7 + 5 = 12; no calculating rule that makes it possible to use 
numbers to count things leaves room for any other answer. [Explainer proves 
this.] So no wonder Peter, who understands the calculating rule which leaves 
no room for any other answer, believes that 7 + 5 = 12.” Let us call such expla-
nations for the existence of a belief vindicatory explanations of the belief . . .  
By the same token, ethical objectivism will be committed (simply by virtue of 
its commitment to the possibility of truth in ethics) to saying that an ethical 
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subject matter, no less than perceptual and arithmetical subject matters, will 
admit vindicatory explanations of (at least some) moral beliefs. An example 
might run as follows: “Look, slavery is wrong, it’s wrong because . . .  [here are 
given many, many considerations, fully spelled out, appealing to what some-
one already knows and understands if they know what slavery is and what 
‘wrong’ means, all these considerations working together to leave no alterna-
tive, for one who is so informed, but to think that slavery is wrong]; so no 
wonder twentieth- century Eu ro pe ans, who would accept that . . .  and whose 
beliefs are so many of them downwind of such considerations as . . .  believe 
that slavery is wrong. Th ey believe that it is wrong for just the kind of reasons 
why there is nothing  else to think but that it is wrong.” (Wiggins, Ethics: 
Twelve Lectures on the Philosophy of Morality [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 2006], 366– 67.)

Wiggins apparently accepts something like the causal dependence hypothesis I 
discuss later in the text (notice the reference to “the possibility of truth in ethics”) 
and tries to satisfy its condition without supposing any mechanism of causal interac-
tion between moral truth and human minds. He thinks it important to proceed as 
he does  here, by considering a perceptual and a mathematical example of there being 
“nothing  else to think” before moving to the moral case. But I believe the quoted 
phrase has such diff erent import in each of these three contexts that it is more help-
ful to turn to the moral case, which is our concern, directly. Th e statement that there 
is nothing for a modern Eu ro pe an to think but that slavery is wrong can naturally be 
read in two quite diff erent ways. It might be taken to state a psychological or cultural 
or even biological fact: that for one reason or another a modern Eu ro pe an has only 
one thought on the matter available to him. His education and culture simply do not 
permit him to doubt that slavery is wicked. Or it might be taken to state a moral 
truth: that it is so plainly true that slavery is wrong that no other opinion about the 
matter is even remotely plausible. Th is latter interpretation must be what the “ex-
plainer” means to say if his statement “leaves [him] himself no room to deny” that 
slavery is wrong. In fact, to serve Wiggins’s purpose, this statement that there is 
nothing  else to think must be read as a combination of the two claims I just distin-
guished: that a contemporary Eu ro pe an cannot possibly think other than that slav-
ery is unjust, and that slavery is plainly unjust. But the combination can achieve 
nothing more by way of vindication than either claim can on its own. Th e cultural 
claim provides an explanation but no vindication; the moral claim presupposes vindi-
cation, so it cannot supply any. Th e slavery example is not after all a case of someone’s 
“believing that p precisely because p.” (See Crispin Wright’s comments in Truth and 
Objectivity, 194ff , on Wiggins’s suggestion.)

As I said, Wiggins thinks that the perceptual and mathematical cases help to ex-
plain the moral case. But the sense of “there is nothing  else to think” is diff erent in 
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these cases, and it may be useful to notice the diff erences. Th e cat’s being on the mat 
probably does cause the thinker to think that the cat is on the mat. We have theories 
of optics and biology that explain this, or so we think; they explain how the presence 
of the cat on the mat causes people with normal perceptual, cognitive, and linguistic 
abilities to think that the cat is on the mat. And that explanation, if successful, does 
vindicate the perceptual claim. It does leave the explainer unable to deny that the cat 
is on the mat. In the mathematical case there really is nothing  else to think, at least 
after pertinent training, but that fi ve and seven make twelve (in spite of Descartes’s 
claim that God could have made it otherwise). But though the position of the cat 
causes beliefs about its position, seven and fi ve do not cause people to think that to-
gether they make twelve. A Darwinian explanation of why it is nevertheless true that 
there is nothing  else to think is pop u lar, however. Th is supposes that the evolution of 
human beings could not have proceeded to the point it did long ago if successful 
techniques of counting and primitive numerical manipulation had not been— as 
amateurs of evolution often put it— hardwired into their brains, and of course no 
such techniques could be evolutionarily successful unless they dictated that seven 
and fi ve make twelve. Th is explanation does, in that way, implicate truths of mathe-
matics in its account of why people believe true mathematical propositions. But it 
still falls short of a mathematical version of CI, that is, of supposing that the truths 
of mathematics themselves exercise any causal infl uence on human brains. Th e full 
neo- Darwinian story, if some version of it actually is plausible, can be told without 
supposing any such infl uence: it is not that mathematical truth interacts with human 
brains, but rather that ancestors of human beings whose brains  were not shaped to 
count properly did not survive. Once again, the diff erence between that story and 
common- garden perception of physical facts is striking and important. “I see that it 
is raining,” said by someone looking out the window, off ers a justifi cation for his 
belief that it is raining. “I see that Fermat’s last theorem can be proved,” said even by 
a famous mathematician, does not off er even the beginning of a justifi cation for his 
belief. It only promises a justifi cation that remains to be off ered.

Some scientists and phi los o phers believe that a parallel neo- Darwinian story can 
be told about the development of some of our moral convictions. Th ey suggest that it 
helped human beings to evolve that they  were members of communities that incul-
cated the wrongness of the most dramatic forms of antisocial behavior. It is much 
less clear than it seems in the mathematical case that the survival value of the convic-
tions so inculcated depended on their truth. It may be, for instance, that convictions 
of savage tribal loyalty  were indispensable to the evolution of our species into its pres-
ent form, but it hardly follows that these convictions, which unfortunately survive, 
are morally correct. In any case, however, even if we think the convictions that  were 
allegedly essential to survival are all true, it does not follow, any more than it does in 
the mathematical case, that moral truth, rather than the morally neutral pro cesses of 
evolution, is causally responsible for their genesis and survival.
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McDowell.  John McDowell fi rmly rejects “intuitionism.” (See McDowell, “Pro-
jection and Truth in Ethics,” in his Mind, Value, and Reality [Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1998], 157.) He denies that people can perceive value, right-
ness, or wrongness in objects or events the way they can perceive shape and other 
purely physical properties. But he also rejects “projectivism,” a form of skepticism 
that holds that values are not properties of anything in the external world at all, that 
value judgments must be understood as expressions or projections of attitude onto a 
normatively blank universe (151). He hopes to develop a third position through an 
extended, though limited, analogy to the perception of colors and other secondary 
properties that depend for their sense and truth both on properties of objects and on 
the phenomenological reactions of human beings to those properties.

He says: “An object’s being red is understood as something that obtains in virtue 
of the object’s being such as (in certain circumstances) to look, precisely, red” (Mc-
Dowell, “Values and Secondary Qualities,” in Reason, Value, and Reality, 133). Th is 
explanation of color properties does not follow either an intuitionist or a projectivist 
model: rather it combines observations about the properties of a tomato with those 
about the reactions people normally have looking at tomatoes. A tomato does not 
have the property of redness intrinsically; it would not be red if it did not look red in 
appropriate circumstances. But it would nevertheless be a mistake to deny that a to-
mato has in itself a property in virtue of which it is red. It has the property of being 
disposed to produce a certain kind of reaction— a redness reaction— in those cir-
cumstances. We can restate that property as a property of surface texture but only 
when we have determined that it is that texture that accounts for that disposition.

In McDowell’s view, a perceptual model of color therefore has a diff erent struc-
ture from either an intuitionist or a projectivist explanation of value. Intuitionism 
gives an explanatory priority to some property of value inherent in an object or 
event: it supposes, as McDowell puts it, that the inherent value is the parent of the 
admiring reaction it produces in people with a suitable sensibility. A projectivist 
model, in contrast, makes the reaction parent to the property. It supposes that value 
is only what our reactions paint over the world. But in color perception neither the 
object nor the reaction is the parent of the other; McDowell calls them siblings 
(ibid., 166). Th e characteristic response of people to a red object is indispensable to 
the phenomenon. But so are the objective features that give the tomato the disposi-
tion to evoke that response. McDowell suggests an analogous “sibling” explanation 
of value: the property of some object in meriting admiration and the admiration it 
elicits are both essential parts of the explanation of value.

He is careful to notice that the analogy between value judgment and color percep-
tion is imperfect, in two ways. Th e texture of the tomato causes a reasonably well- 
understood chain of physical events that ends in the redness sensation, but there is no 
analogous physical series initiated by positive or negative value. Color attribution is 
rarely contentious— we think we can explain to someone’s satisfaction that a tomato 
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is red even though it does not appear red to him. But value attribution is very often 
controversial. McDowell thinks these diff erences do not spoil the usefulness of the 
comparison. It allows us to recognize the crucial fact that we are not forced to choose 
between intuitionist and projectivist accounts of value judgment. We can explain the 
origin of such judgments through an account in which both object and respondent 
are indispensable, an account that allows us to say that there is indeed value in the 
world though it arises only in combination with convictions of value in people.

I believe, however, that the diff erences do destroy the usefulness of the compari-
son. Causation is central to the sibling story. We cannot suppose that objects them-
selves contain a color- related property without identifying that property causally: it 
is the property that accounts for the object’s disposition to cause color reactions. If 
the causal impact hypothesis I describe in the text is wrong, as McDowell assumes it 
is in rejecting intuitionism, then we cannot identify a value property in a parallel 
way. Th e sibling story therefore has no application to value judgment. It might seem 
plausible, or at least attractive, to infer from the near- uniform reaction to athletic 
grace that there must be some property in a graceful per for mance in virtue of which 
it is disposed to generate admiration. But we would have no such temptations in the 
case of controversial moral judgment: capital punishment cannot be thought to 
 house some disposition that makes it either admired or detested.

McDowell seems in other ways to borrow the trappings of causation without its 
mechanics. He says that it makes sense for people to say, “If the reasons for con-
demning capital punishment  weren’t good reasons, I  wouldn’t condemn it.” But, as I 
said in the text, if those reasons really are good ones, there is no way even to imagine 
a world otherwise like ours in which they are not, which means no one has any basis 
for supposing that he would not condemn capital punishment in such a world. Mc-
Dowell takes from David Wiggins another shadow- of- causation idea: that an expla-
nation of why someone holds the opinions he does can be “vindicatory” because it 
leaves the explainer no room to deny the opinion so explained. Earlier in this note I 
discussed Wiggins’s suggestion that we can sometimes explain someone’s conviction 
by pointing out that “there is nothing  else to think.” McDowell suggests that a sib-
ling explanation would also be vindicatory. But it would not be because, again as 
explained in the text, anyone off ering such an explanation would have to have al-
ready vindicated, in some other way, the opinion he so explains.

Summary.  Phi los o phers want to fi nd some connection between the way in which 
we form our moral convictions and the truth of those convictions. Nagel fi nds the 
connection in a faculty of reason operating from an impersonal perspective, Wiggins 
in a Cartesian nothing- else- to- think, and McDowell in a tenuous analogy with sense 
perception. Th ey hope for some such connection because the alternative I believe 
correct— the radical in de pen dence of the truth of conviction from the manner of its 
production— strikes them as unsatisfactory. Th ey fi nd it hard to sustain their faith 
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that the world of conviction is a world of truth and yet also accept that we have no 
better reason for our convictions than the rest of our convictions. However, Mc-
Dowell elsewhere seems content with the radical in de pen dence of moral truth. He 
accepts the familiar challenge that we must “earn the right” to speak of truth in the 
moral context and believes that phi los o phers who appeal to intuitions fail to meet it. 
But he is clear that the challenge can be met only from within the substance of 
morality (“Projection and Truth in Ethics”). I would put the point somewhat diff er-
ently. We do not need to “earn” the raw proposition that moral opinions can be 
true, because the claims of global skeptics about morality are themselves moral opin-
ions. But we must earn the right to par tic u lar moral opinions, including skeptical 
opinions, if we think those true. In any case, I agree with McDowell that we earn the 
right he speaks of only in one way: through substantive moral argument that is vin-
dicated by nothing but more moral argument.
 7. Our strange discoveries would, of course, pose other puzzles. If we thought 
the beliefs the peculiar force caused  were invariably true, we would have to account 
for the correlation. What correlation we thought we had to explain would depend on 
our in de pen dent moral convictions. We might have to show, for instance, a correla-
tion between the force and suff ering.
 8. Harman, Th e Nature of Morality; Sturgeon, “Moral Explanations.”
 9. Sharon Street presses this objection (Street, “Objectivity and Truth: You’d 
Better Rethink It,” homepages.nyu.edu/~jrs477/Sharon20Street20-20Objec 
tivity20and20Truth.pdf). She accepts the main theoretical claims of Part One of 
this book, but dissents from what she calls my “realism,” by which she means my 
opinion that moral convictions can be true in de pen dently of people’s attitudes. “My 
strategy,” she says, “. . . is to adopt  wholesale almost all of the major points that 
Dworkin argues for— but with one major exception . . .  Dworkin’s endorsement of 
realism— understood exactly as he himself wishes to understand it, namely as an 
‘internal’ normative claim.” She prefers a version of internal “antirealism” according 
to which people only have reasons that are given to them by their own evaluative at-
titudes. Caligula has reason to torture prisoners for the plea sure he takes in their 
screams, and no competing moral reason not to do that. She argues that, because the 
causal impact hypothesis is false, our moral convictions would be extremely unlikely 
to be true if we took them to be other than mind- dependent in that way. She sug-
gests the following distinction between morality and at least part of our science. Our 
beliefs about what she calls “manifest surroundings,” like trees and boulders in our 
neighborhood, are very likely be true because we have an explanation of how we 
came to those beliefs— a Darwinian explanation— that suggests that they are true. 
She concedes the sense in which that explanation is circular: Darwinian theory is 
part of our science and thus part of what we use that theory to explain. But that 
theory nevertheless provides what she calls “non- trivially question- begging reasons” 
for believing what we believe.
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We have nontrivially question- begging reasons for our moral convictions as well, 
however. Later in this book I defend a general theory of legitimacy in government 
and I rely on that general theory to support a variety of opinions about the redistri-
bution of a nation’s wealth. Th at general theory is part of my overall set of convic-
tions, just as Darwinian theory is part of Street’s overall science, and if I am allowed 
to take the truth of that general theory of equality into account, as she does for Dar-
winian explanations, then the probability of my observations about redistribution 
also being true are not tiny but impressive— larger, in my ignorant layman’s view, 
than the probability that string theory will stand up to later discovery and imagina-
tion. In Chapter 6 I describe a theory of moral responsibility: a theory about the re-
sponsible way to test our moral and ethical convictions. I believe that the probability 
of a moral conviction that survives those tests being true is much greater than the 
probability of convictions that have not been tested in that way or that fail the test. 
Appealing to a theory of moral responsibility to gauge the plausibility of a conviction 
about redistribution does not seem any more trivially circular than Street’s appeal to 
Darwin. “What then is the diff erence,” she asks, “between the manifest surroundings 
case and the normative case?”

Th e answer lies in the distinction between answers to the skeptical challenge 
that provide internal reason to think that the causes might have led us to the 
hypothesized in de pen dent truth versus answers that provide no reason whatso-
ever to think that the causes might have led us to the hypothesized in de pen dent 
truth. Th e general question we are asking in both the manifest surroundings 
case and the normative case is “Why think that the causes described by our best 
scientifi c explanations would have led us to the truth in this domain?” In an-
swer to this question, it is unsatisfactory to reply, “My judgments in this do-
main are true, and they’re also the ones that the causes described by our best 
scientifi c explanations led me to.” Such a reply off ers no reason for thinking that 
the causes led us to the truth; it merely reasserts that they did. (Street, “Objec-
tivity and Truth,” 26)

Th is paragraph reveals a hidden premise in Street’s argument: the causal depen-
dence hypothesis. It supposes that if there is no internal causal reason to think our 
convictions true, it follows that there is no good internal reason at all. Th at does not 
follow: the causal dependence hypothesis is false for the reasons I give in this chap-
ter. Moreover, Street elsewhere says that it is false. She says she is not insisting on 
what she calls a “causal epistemology” for morality. She says she accepts Hume’s 
principle in the way I understand it; if Hume’s principle is true, then the causal de-
pendence thesis must be false. She only asks, she says, for some epistemology for the 
normative domains of morality and ethics. But that is exactly what a theory of moral 
responsibility is meant to provide: it aims to provide a suitable account of the kinds 
of reasons we ought to have to suppose a conviction true. Any such theory may of 
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course be wrong. But it must be shown wrong by a rival normative theory. Is this 
trivially circular because a theory of good moral argument is part of the overall 
moral theory it hopes to defend? We are back to the same point: scientifi c reasoning 
is in exactly the same position. So the causal dependence thesis is alive in Street’s 
arguments, denied but still potent.
 10. Because your personal identity is defi ned by your ge ne tic composition, many 
of the imagined stories in which “you” have radically diff erent beliefs are actually 
stories in which you do not exist. I had to imagine that I was adopted by a funda-
mentalist family instead of having been born of fundamentalist parents; if I had 
been born to such parents, I would have been someone  else. Many of the most im-
portant infl uences of genes and culture on your beliefs are not accidental but consti-
tutive of your identity. But even if everyone in all ages and places held the same 
opinions about all matters of moral conviction, even if this consensus was inevitable 
for deep biological reasons, even if it was therefore false that your opinions might 
well have been diff erent, none of these facts would provide the slightest evidence that 
the convictions everyone shares are true. Whether they are true is a matter for moral 
argument, not personal or species history. We must in any case decide what is better 
to do, or think or admire, without any historical or cosmic certifi cate that we are 
right.
 11. Chapter 8 qualifi es this statement in ways I cannot anticipate in any detail 
 here. It may be possible to construct some very abstract, near- platitudinous state-
ment of requirements on knowledge that hold across all intellectual domains. But 
this abstract statement would by hypothesis be permissive, not restrictive, of diff er-
ent and less abstract accounts of knowledge in diff erent domains.
 12. For exposition, see Michael Behe, Darwin’s Black Box: Th e Biochemical Challenge 
to Evolution (New York: Free Press, 1996); William Dembski, Intelligent Design: Th e 
Bridge between Science and Th eology (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1999); 
Dembski, Th e Design Inference (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998).
 13. See, e.g., Elliot Sober, “What Is Wrong with Intelligent Design?” Quarterly 
Review of Biology 82, no. 1 (March 2007): 3– 8.
 14. Tammy Kitzmiller, et al. v. Dover Area School District, et al. (400 F. Supp. 2d 
707 Docket no. 4cv2688).
 15. See, e.g., Alvin Plantinga, Warranted Christian Belief (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2000).
 16. See Plantinga’s “Aquinas/Calvin” model, in ibid., 167ff .
 17. Wright, Truth and Objectivity, 200.
 18. See Peter Railton, “Moral Realism,” Philosophical Review 95, no. 2 (April 1986): 
163– 207.

 no t e s  t o  pa g e s  8 1 – 87



5. Internal Skepticism

 1. I mainly do not distinguish between indeterminacy and incommensurability. 
I treat the former as including the latter.
 2. Th is helpful term was proposed by Ruth Chang. See her introduction to the 
collection of essays Incommensurability, Incomparability, and Practical Reason, ed. 
Ruth Chang (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1997).
 3. District of Columbia, et al. v. Dick Anthony Heller, 128 S. Ct. 2783 (2008).
 4. See the discussion of moral confl ict in Th omas Nagel, “War and Massacre,” 
Philosophy & Public Aff airs 1, no. 2 (1972): 123– 44.
 5. Leo Katz, for example, believes, as I do, that most claims of indeterminacy are 
really examples of ignorance. But he includes in that judgment, as I do not, all claims 
that two artists in diff erent genres are “on a par” with one another. See Katz, “In-
commensurable Choices and the Problem of Moral Ignorance,” University of Pennsyl-
vania Law Review 146, no. 5 (June 1998): 1465– 85.
 6. Joseph Raz, “Incommensurability,” in Th e Morality of Freedom (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1986), 321– 66.
 7. See Martha Minow and Joseph William Singer, “In Favor of Foxes: Pluralism 
as Fact and Aid to the Pursuit of Justice,” in Symposium: Justice for Hedgehogs: A Con-
ference on Ronald Dworkin’s Forthcoming Book (special issue), Boston University Law 
Review 90, no. 2 (April 2010): 903; Ronald Dworkin, Law’s Empire (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1986), 10.
 8. For a fuller exposition of the argument of this paragraph, see “No Right An-
swer?” in my book A Matter of Principle (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1985).

6. Moral Responsibility

 1. Jean Piaget, Th e Moral Judgment of the Child (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, 
Trubner, and Co., 1932); Lawrence Kohlberg, Essays on Moral Development, vol. 1: 
Th e Philosophy of Moral Development (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1981); James 
Rest, Development in Judging Moral Issues (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1979); Carol Gilligan, “In a Diff erent Voice: Women’s Conceptions of Self and 
Morality,” Harvard Educational Review 47, no. 4 (1977): 481– 517.
 2. Not all moral phi los o phers agree. See Jonathan Dancy, “Ethical Particular-
ism and Morally Relevant Properties,” Mind 92 (1983): 530– 47.
 3. John Rawls, Lectures on the History of Moral Philosophy (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 2000), 148.
 4. See Richard H. Fallon Jr., “Is Moral Reasoning Conceptual Interpretation?” in 
Symposium: Justice for Hedgehogs: A Conference on Ronald Dworkin’s Forthcoming Book 
(special issue), Boston University Law Review 90, no. 2 (April 2010) (hereafter BU): 535; 
Amartya Sen, “Dworkin on Ethics and Freewill: Comments and Questions,” BU: 657.
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 5. See, e.g., Martha Minow and Joseph Singer, “In Favor of Foxes: Pluralism as 
Fact and Aid to the Pursuit of Justice,” BU: 903. “It may actually be true that our 
values confl ict” (906).
 6. Feynman, QED: Th e Strange Th eory of Light and Matter (Prince ton, N.J.: 
Prince ton University Press, 1985), 10, 12.
 7. See T. M. Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, 2000).
 8. See Nagel, Secular Philosophy and the Religious Temperament (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2010). See the discussion of Nagel’s views in Chapter 7.
 9. Fallon, “Is Moral Reasoning Conceptual Interpretation?”

7. Interpretation in General

 1. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (Oxford: Blackwell, 1953).
 2. For example, I do not argue that my account of interpretation in this chap-
ter fi ts what is often called the interpretation of data by scientists. But perhaps it 
does. We might treat scientifi c interpretation as what I later call explanatory 
interpretation.
 3. See San Antonio In de pen dent Sch. Dist. v. Rodriguez, 411 U.S. 1. (1973).
 4. F. R. Leavis, Valuation in Criticism and Other Essays, ed. G. Singh (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986).
 5. Cleanth Brooks, “Th e Formalist Critics,” in Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan, 
eds., Literary Th eory: An Anthology, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004), 24.
 6. Th e opinion is not confi ned to academic lawyers: some judges off  duty are fond 
of the same expressions. See Stephen Guest’s account of a radio discussion in which 
the eminent judge Lord Bingham participated (Guest, “Objectivity and Value: Legal 
Arguments and the Fallibility of Judges,” in Michael Freeman and Ross Harrison, 
eds., Law and Philosophy [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007], 76– 103).
 7. Ronald Dworkin, Law’s Empire (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1986), 313– 27; but see Antonin Scalia, A Matter of Interpretation: Federal Courts 
and the Law (Prince ton: Prince ton University Press, 1998), 16– 18.
 8. William Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley, “Th e Intentional Fallacy,” in Wim-
satt, Th e Verbal Icon: Studies in the Meaning of Poetry (Lexington: University of Ken-
tucky Press, 1954), 3– 18.
 9. “Does the author appear otherwise than as fi rst reader? Th e distancing of the 
text from its author is already a phenomenon of the fi rst reading that, in one move, 
poses the  whole series of problems that we are now going to confront concerning the 
relations between explanation and interpretation. Th ese relations arise at the time 
of reading” (Paul Ricoeur, “What Is a Text? Explanation and Understanding,” in 
Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences: Essays on Language, Action and Interpretation, 
trans. John Th ompson [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981], 149).
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 10. See Dworkin, Law’s Empire, particularly chapter 9.
 11. Julian Bell, “Th e Plea sure of Watteau,” New York Review, February 12, 2009, 
reviewing Jed Perl, Antoine’s Alphabet: Watteau and His World (New York: Knopf, 
2008).
 12. New York Review of Books, February 12, 2009, 13.
 13. See John Updike’s Claudius and Gertrude (New York: Knopf, 1993).
 14. Th e Norton Anthology of Th eory and Criticism, ed. Vincent Leitch, William 
Cain, Laurie Finke, Barbara Johnson, John McGowan, and Jeff rey Williams (New 
York: W. W. Norton, 2001), 6– 7.
 15. Jean- Paul Sartre, “Why Write?” in Twentieth Century Literary Criticism, ed. 
David Lodge (London: Longman, 1972), 371, 375. He added that to make literature 
“come into view a concrete act called reading is necessary, and it lasts only as long as 
this act can last. Beyond that, there are only black marks on paper” (371).
 16. F. R. Leavis, Th e Great Tradition (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1972), 176, 173.
 17. Leavis, Valuation in Criticism, 100.
 18. Cleanth Brooks, Th e Hidden God: Studies in Hemingway, Faulkner, Yeats, El-
iot, and Warren (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1963), chapter 4, 57; Brooks, 
Th e Well Wrought Urn: Studies in the Structure of Poetry (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 
1947), chapter 10.
 19. Roy Foster, W. B. Yeats: A Life, vol. 2: Th e Arch- Poet 1915– 1939 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2003), 322– 24.
 20. Brooks, Th e Well Wrought Urn, 185.
 21. Norton Anthology of Th eory and Criticism, 1450.
 22. Foster, W. B. Yeats, 328; Northrop Frye, “Th e Archetypes of Literature,” in 
Norton Anthology of Th eory and Criticism, 1445– 57.
 23. Of course not all history is sensibly treated as interpretive. Much is just re-
trieval of information from the past: who won what battles and what weapons  were 
at their disposal, for example. However, the radical opinion that history is interpre-
tive even at that level has been defended (Hayden White, Metahistory: Th e Historical 
Imagination in Nineteenth- Century Eu rope [Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1973]).
 24. Butterfi eld had particularly in mind Th omas Macaulay, who was the most 
celebrated and infl uential of the Whig historians. Macaulay saw the history of Brit-
ain as a smooth progression to a more perfect society. “Th e history of our country,” 
he wrote in the fi rst paragraph of his most famous work, “during the last hundred 
and sixty years is eminently the history of physical, of moral, and of intellectual im-
provement” (Th e History of En gland from the Accession of James I [London: Penguin 
Classics, 1979]). Butterfi eld was contemptuous of such optimism and moral judg-
ment, but he at least fl irted with “general ideas” himself, including the important 
claim that po liti cal necessity rather than moral inspiration produced the greater lib-
erty in Britain that Macaulay celebrated.
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 25. Herbert Butterfi eld, Th e Whig Interpretation of History (New York: Norton, 
1965), 13.
 26. Ibid., 71.
 27. Jung, “On the Relation of Analytical Psychology to Poetry,” in Th e Spirit in 
Man, Art and Literature, 4th ed. (Prince ton: Prince ton University Press, 1978).
 28. John Dover Wilson, “Th e Po liti cal Background of Shakespeare’s Richard II 
and Henry IV,” Shakespeare- Jahrbuch (1939): 47.
 29. Greenblatt, Th e Power of Forms in the En glish Re nais sance (Norman, Okla.: 
Pilgrim Books, 1982), 6.
 30. E. D. Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1967), 6– 10.
 31. T. S. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” in Th e Sacred Wood: Essays 
on Poetry and Criticism (London: Methuen, 1920).
 32. Frederic Jameson, Th e Po liti cal Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic 
Act (London: Methuen, 1981), 73, 85.
 33. Terry Ea gleton, Th e Function of Criticism: From the Spectator to Post- 
Structuralism. London: Verso.
 34. See Lyn Mikel Brown, Girlfi ghting: Rejection and Betrayal among Girls (New 
York: New York University Press, 2003).
 35. See Dworkin, Law’s Empire, 266– 75.
 36. Stanley Fish, Is Th ere a Text in Th is Class? (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1980), 147.
 37. Ibid., 167, 180, 174.
 38. Leavis, Valuation in Criticism, 93.
 39. I summarize in these paragraphs a complex and extensively debated issue in 
the philosophy of language. See W. V. O. Quine, Word and Object (Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, 1960); and D. Davidson, “A Coherence Th eory of Truth and 
Knowledge,” in D. Henrich, ed., Kant oder Hegel? (Stuttgart: Klett- Cotta, 1983).
 40. Quine, Ontological Relativity: And Other Essays (New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 1969), 27.
 41. Donald Davidson, “Radical Interpretation,” Dialectica 27 (1973): 314– 28.
 42. See, e.g., John Wallace, “Translation Th eories and the Decipherment of Lin-
ear B,” in E. Lepore, ed., Truth and Interpretation: Perspectives on the Philosophy of 
Donald Davidson (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), 211.
 43. “Th ree Varieties of Knowledge,” in Donald Davidson, Subjective, Intersubjec-
tive, Objective (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 214.
 44. Coleridge, “Biographia Literaria,” in Norton Anthology of Th eory and Criticism, 
681.
 45. Annette Barnes reports this description in Stoppard’s lecture at Johns Hop-
kins University. See her On Interpretation (Oxford: Blackwell, 1988), 166.
 46. Edwin Baker suggested that people prefer “most reasonable” to “true” be-
cause the former allows comparative judgments while the latter does not. (Baker, “In 
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Hedgehog Solidarity,” in Symposium: Justice for Hedgehogs: A Conference on Ronald 
Dworkin’s Forthcoming Book [special issue], Boston University Law Review 90, no. 2 
[April 2010]: 759. But “true” allows comparatives as well: we are comfortable saying 
that one view is closer to the truth than another, and we can say this even when we 
cannot claim full truth for any view. In her interesting book On Interpretation, An-
nette Barnes distinguishes “true” from “acceptable.” She limits truth in interpreta-
tion to correct judgments of “artistic intent.” “While only one of the two incompat-
ible interpretations can be true,” she says, “the other can make the most sense of the 
work, or make the work a more signifi cant or successful work” (78– 79). In that case, 
she says, the latter interpretation “could compete with the demand that the inter-
pretation be true” (60). Th e value theory of interpretation I defend in the text 
 denies the competition: these are only two ways of describing the overall best 
interpretation.
 47. See Georg Henrik von Wright, Explanation and Understanding (Ithaca, N.Y.: 
Cornell University Press, 1971), 5.
 48. Phi los o phers of science call attention to the importance of what Hilary Put-
nam and others have called “epistemic” values. See Hilary Putnam, Th e Collapse of 
the Fact/Value Dichotomy and Other Essays (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 2002). Scientists prefer simple to more complex theories, and elegant to inel-
egant theories (Judith Wechsler, ed., On Aesthetics in Science [Cambridge, Mass.: 
MIT Press, 1981]; Brian Greene, Th e Elegant Universe: Superstrings, Hidden Dimen-
sions, and the Quest for the Ultimate Th eory [New York: Vintage, 2000]; Greene, 
“Th e Elegant Universe,” NOVA, PBS TV miniseries, WGBH Educational Founda-
tion, 2003 [interviews with string theorists about the role of elegance and related 
considerations in string theory]). We must take care to distinguish these epistemic 
values from justifying goals. Simplicity and elegance count in deciding which of 
diff erent theories or hypotheses to prefer. Th ey are hypotheses about truth that can-
not be tested directly because any test would employ them. Th ey are not, however, 
assumptions about the purposes of scientifi c study or theory. We prefer an elegant 
to an inelegant theory of the universe, but we do not study the universe to fi nd ex-
amples of elegance. We might, after all, fi nd an elegant explanation of the number 
of rocks in Africa.
 49. Willard V. O. Quine, “Two Dogmas of Empiricism,” in From a Logical Point 
of View: Nine Logico- Philosophical Essays, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 2006), 37– 46.
 50. David White house, “Black Holes Turned ‘Inside Out,’ ” BBC News, July 22, 
2004, news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/3913145.stm.

8. Conceptual Interpretation

 1. For an argument that we should not so agree, see Timothy Williamson, 
Vagueness (New York: Routledge, 1994).
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 2. Saul Kripke, Naming and Necessity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1972); Hilary Putnam, 
“Th e Meaning of ‘Meaning,’ ” Minnesota Studies in the Philosophy of Science 7 (1975): 
131– 93.
 3. See my Justice in Robes (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 2006), 218– 19, 223– 27.
 4. I mean not to exclude other types of concepts: perhaps we should recognize 
mathematical kinds, for instance. I discuss, as interpretive concepts, those amenable 
to interpretation on the value theory defended in Chapter 7.
 5. I understand Crispin Wright to suppose that a discourse is not assertoric at all 
without shared paradigms. See Wright, Truth and Objectivity (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1992), 48.
 6. Some readers may think it better to treat all concepts, including those I desig-
nate as criterial or natural- kind concepts, as interpretive. I do not agree, but my ar-
guments do not depend on rejecting that view. Th ey depend only on accepting that 
the ethical, moral, and po liti cal concepts I later discuss are interpretive.
 7. Th is is not simply a matter of something important turning on the issue. If 
you and I bet a huge sum on whether the next person through the theater door 
would be bald, we would have to call off  the bet, not engage in some complex inter-
pretation, if the next person was a very close case.
 8. Th omas Nagel, “Th e Psychophysical Nexus,” in Paul Boghossian and Christo-
pher Peacocke, eds., New Essays on the A Priori (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2000).
 9. See “Pluto Not a Planet, Astronomers Rule,” August 2006, news.nationalgeo 
graphic.com/news/2006/08/060824- pluto- planet.html. But see “Pluto IS a Planet!” 
 www.plutoisaplanet.org: “Welcome to the main web page for the Society for the 
Preservation of Pluto as a Planet! We  here at SP3 believe strongly that Pluto’s status as 
a planet should not be in question . . .  Please join us on our mission to keep Pluto a 
planet and fi nd out what you can do to support our noble cause.”
 10. John Rawls, A Th eory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1971), 5.
 11. Th is is not a further diffi  culty for the status skeptics I discussed in Chapter 3 
who insist that we must treat claims about the good or what ought to be done as 
disguised commands or recommendations or projections of an attitude or emotion. 
If we accepted their advice we could say, not that general moral concepts are criterial, 
but that moral disagreement is genuine because it refl ects diff erence in recommenda-
tion or attitude or emotion. But we cannot take this suggestion seriously as an inter-
pretation of actual moral experience. We all know the diff erence between command-
ing someone to shut the door and declaring that he has a moral duty to shut the door. 
Treating moral claims as commands or recommendations or projections is not an 
interpretive conclusion. It is a heroic attempt to rescue moral experience from exter-
nal skepticism by reinventing it as something  else. In Part One we found external 
skepticism impossible even coherently to formulate; we have no need of rescue.
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 12. Th ere are diffi  culties in this account: perhaps some other large mammal looks 
suffi  ciently like a lion that many people have called it a lion. But the idea of a 
natural- kind concept supposes that once people are made aware that there are funda-
mental biological diff erences between the animal to which the word has been at-
tached and the diff erent animal they have also been calling a lion, they correct their 
mistake. If that  were not true— if they insisted that the diff erent animal was also 
a lion— a diff erent hypothesis would be called for. We might then decide that the 
concept of a lion in actual use is not a natural- kind concept after all but a criterial 
one: it describes what has a certain kind of appearance. Or that there are two con-
cepts rather than one in play and that these are often confused, producing cases of 
spurious agreement or disagreement.
 13. Donald Davidson, “Th e Structure and Content of Truth” (Th e Dewey Lec-
tures, 1989), Journal of Philosophy 87 (1990): 279– 328; Davidson, Truth and Predica-
tion (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2005).
 14. Wright, Truth and Objectivity.
 15. It has also been called by other names, and the name as well as the theory is 
controversial. Th ere is an excellent discussion of diff erent versions of the theory and 
objections to it under the title “Th e Defl ationary Th eory of Truth” in the Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, plato.stanford.edu.
 16. Bernard Williams, Truth and Truthfulness: An Essay in Genealogy (Prince ton: 
Prince ton University Press, 2004).
 17. It might be useful to point out, in view of Benjamin Zipursky’s reading, that 
though I relied on the platitude of repetition in my discussion of external status 
skepticism in Part One, I did not commit myself to the defl ationary theory, which 
holds that the repetition exhausts truth, or to any other philosophical theory of 
truth. See Benjamin C. Zipursky, “Two Takes on Truth in Normative Discourse,” in 
Symposium: Justice for Hedgehogs: A Conference on Ronald Dworkin’s Forthcoming 
Book (special issue), Boston University Law Review 90, no. 2 (April 2010): 525. I argued 
that skeptical claims cannot be construed as other than moral claims themselves. 
Nor do I intend to accept, as he fears I do, a correspondence theory of truth for sci-
ence. I mention it as a candidate for that role, as I say, only to have an example to 
contrast with interpretation.
 18. Th is suggestion is in certain respects like those of Crispin Wright (see his 
Truth and Objectivity). He describes a “minimalist” concept of truth defi ned by what 
he calls “platitudes” that can be deployed in a variety of domains. Some of these do-
mains, he says, provide more “realism” than others. For instance, a domain is more 
“realist” if its propositions have “wide cosmological role,” that is, if they can fi gure in 
the explanation of a wide variety of propositions in other domains. He sets out what 
he calls “the makings of a prima facie case” that morality fails that test and then adds 
that if so that is “bad” though not “catastrophic” news for moral realism (198). He 
off ers a further “cognitive command” standard: a domain is more realist in which it 
is a priori that a failure of convergence in opinion refl ects an in de pen dent cognitive 
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failure of some kind. Morality fails that test as well: we may well disagree about the 
justice of a foreign policy with people who rely on the same information we have and 
are subject to no more distorting infl uences than we are. Th e abstract concept I con-
template in the text, on the contrary, is not platitudinous or minimalist: it requires a 
substantive conception of inquiry that allows us to understand claims of truth in 
diff erent domains as claims of unique success. Nor, in my view, are some of the do-
mains that allow unique success more “realist” than others: they are all real. It is not 
“bad news” that morality fails the wide cosmological and cognitive control tests. Th e 
injustice of a foreign policy is not less real because the injustice explains no physical 
or mental phenomena or because those who disagree suff er from no in de pen dent 
cognitive defect. Many phi los o phers believe that we could have no warrant for 
claiming exclusive truth in such circumstances and that any account of truth that 
did not deny our warrant would be vacuous or too lenient. But— though by now I 
risk irritation in the repetition— that is itself a moral opinion that must be supported 
not by Archimedean epistemology but by some argument that shows the moral im-
portance of cognitive command.
 19. I am grateful to David Wiggins for pointing this out to me. For Wiggins’s il-
luminating study of Peirce’s theories, see his “Refl ections on Inquiry and Truth,” in 
Cheryl Misak, ed., Th e Cambridge Companion to Peirce (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004).
 20. Peirce, “Th e Fixation of Belief” (1877), in Collected Papers of Charles Sanders 
Peirce, vol. 5, ed. Charles Hartshorne, Paul Weiss, and Arthur Burks (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1931– 1958), 375.
 21. Th at may not be an irresistible conclusion. We might consider a more com-
plex interpretive account that took only risible examples as paradigms but yet 
claimed some analysis of these paradigms that permitted events unlikely to provoke 
laughter nevertheless to be funny. It seems dubious, however, that any such interpre-
tation would be persuasive.
 22. Kit Fine pointed out to me the connection between interpretive concepts and 
the paradox of analysis.
 23. R. M. Hare, Th e Language of Morals (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1952), 
121; Hare, Freedom and Reason (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1963), 21– 29.
 24. See John McDowell’s discussion of this subject, “Reason, Value and Reality,” 
in Mind, Value, and Reality (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1998).
 25. Bernard Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (London: Fontana, 1985).
 26. T. M. Scanlon, “Wrongness and Reasons: A Reexamination,” in Oxford Stud-
ies in Metaethics, vol. 2, ed. Russ Shafer- Landau (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2007).
 27. I do not suggest that either Plato or Aristotle accepted the distinction be-
tween moral and ethical values I have used in this book.
 28. Terence Irwin, Plato’s Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995).
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 29. Plato, Laches, in Plato: Laches. Protagoras. Meno. Euthydemus, trans. W. R. M. 
Lamb (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1924).
 30. Plato: Statesman. Philebus. Ion, trans. Harold North Fowler and W. R. M. 
Lamb (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1925).
 31. Irwin, Plato’s Ethics, 75.
 32. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Roger Crisp (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), VII.11– 14 and X.1– 5.
 33. Th e Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, in the entry for Aristotle’s Ethics, 
notes, “A common complaint about Aristotle’s attempt to defend his conception of 
happiness is that his argument is too general to show that it is in one’s interest to pos-
sess any of the par tic u lar virtues as they are traditionally conceived. Suppose we 
grant, at least for the sake of argument, that doing anything well, including living 
well, consists in exercising certain skills; and let us call these skills, what ever they 
turn out to be, virtues. Even so, that point does not by itself allow us to infer that 
such qualities as temperance, justice, courage, as they are normally understood, are 
virtues. Th ey should be counted as virtues only if it can be shown that actualizing 
precisely these skills is what happiness consists in. What Aristotle owes us, then, is 
an account of these traditional qualities that explains why they must play a central 
role in any well- lived life.” Th e author of the essay suggests, in response, that Aristo-
tle meant to address only those already educated to a love of the virtues. I believe that 
treating Aristotle’s account as interpretive, weaving together conceptions of par ti-
c u lar virtues with an overall conception of happiness, provides a more satisfying 
answer.

9. Dignity

 1. See Michael Smith, “Th e Humean Th eory of Motivation,” and Philip Pettit, 
“Humeans, Anti- Humeans, and Motivation,” both in Andrew Fisher and Simon 
Kirchin, eds., Arguing about Metaethics (London: Routledge, 2006), 575, 602.
 2. See, e.g, John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, ed. J. M. Robson (1861; Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1963); Henry Sidgwick, Th e Methods of Ethics (London: 
Macmillan, 1874); Th omas Nagel, Equality and Partiality (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1991), chapter 7.
 3. See my Sovereign Virtue: Th e Th eory and Practice of Equality (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000), 242– 54; and my “Foundations of Liberal 
Equality,” in Stephen Darwall, ed., Equal Freedom: Selected Tanner Lectures on Hu-
man Values (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995), 190, 229– 34.
 4. See, for example, Philip Roth’s imagined debate between Leo Tolstoy and 
Nathan Zuckerman on the issue (Roth, American Pastoral [New York: Vintage, 1998]).
 5. Th ough I was once tempted. See Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue, 263– 67; and 
Dworkin, “Foundations of Liberal Equality,” 190, 195, 258– 62.
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 6. Christine Jolls has very usefully compared this distinction to one made by so-
cial scientists studying people’s contentment with their lives (Jolls, “Dworkin’s Living 
Well and the Well- Being Revolution,” in Symposium: Justice for Hedgehogs: A Confer-
ence on Ronald Dworkin’s Forthcoming Book [special issue], Boston University Law Re-
view 90, no. 2 [April 2010]: 641). Per for mance value, she suggests, may be compared to 
people’s ranking of their experiences one by one, while product value is comparable to 
their ranking of their life as a  whole. She points out, however, correctly, that my re-
marks about the importance of the narrative quality of a life as a  whole qualify these 
associations. I take the research she describes to suggest that people evaluate experi-
ences diff erently when placed in the context of a  whole life. Commuting ranks very low 
as an isolated event, but the tedium disappears in any evaluation of the life engaged in 
an occupation that commuting permits. Th e oncologist cannot enjoy his conversation 
with lung cancer victims, but he takes satisfaction in his career nevertheless. It is the 
isolation of the discrete lived events evaluated in the Prince ton study she describes that, 
to my mind, renders the study, undoubtedly important in a variety of ways, less signifi -
cant for ethics than the narrative evaluations that Jolls compares them with.
 7. See Th omas Nagel, Mortal Questions (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1991); and Bernard Williams, “Moral Luck,” in Moral Luck (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1981), 20– 40.
 8. See Dworkin, Life’s Dominion (New York: Knopf, 1993), chapter 7.
 9. John Rawls, A Th eory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1971), 214– 21.
 10. See the section “Science and Interpretation” in Chapter 7.
 11. Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue; Dworkin, Is Democracy Possible  Here? Principles 
for a New Po liti cal Debate (Prince ton: Prince ton University Press, 2006).
 12. Leon Kass, Life, Liberty and the Defense of Dignity: Th e Challenge for Bioethics 
(San Francisco: Encounter Books, 2004).
 13. T. M. Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press 
of Harvard University Press, 2000); Scanlon, Moral Dimensions: Permissibility, Mean-
ing, Blame (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2008).
 14. Stephen L. Darwall, “Two Kinds of Respect,” Ethics 88, no. 1 (October 1977): 
36– 49.
 15. See James Griffi  n, Well Being: Its Meaning, Mea sure, and Moral Importance 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), chapter 1.
 16. Th ere are pure cases of pain, not just the pain of injury or disease but even, I 
imagine, of extreme hunger. But even these are limited: much pain is also, like most 
plea sure, parasitic on judgment. Envy, disappointment, and shame can be intensely, 
even viscerally, painful but are parasitic on judgment.
 17. See, e.g,, Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia (New York: Basic Books, 
1974), 42– 45. For a literary illustration of this point, see Ray Bradbury, Dandelion 
Wine (New York: Doubleday, 1957), chapter 13.

 no t e s  t o  pa g e s  19 8 – 2 0 7



 18. Lionel Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 2006).
 19. Friedrich Nietz sche, Th e Gay Science, trans. Walter Kaufman (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1974), §290: “One thing is needful— to ‘give style’ to one’s charac-
ter— a great and rare art! It is practiced by those who survey all the strengths and 
weaknesses of their nature and then fi t them into an artistic plan until every one of 
them appears as art and reason and even weaknesses delight the eye.”
 20. Jean- Paul Sartre, Existential Psychoanalysis (Chicago: Regnery, 1962).
 21. See Th omas Scanlon, “Preference and Urgency,” in Th e Diffi  culty of Tolerance: 
Essays in Po liti cal Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 70, 74.
 22. Friedrich Nietz sche, Ecce Homo: How One Becomes What One Is (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2007).
 23. See Nagel, “Secular Philosophy and the Religious Temperament,” in his book 
of the same name (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), chapter 1.

10. Free Will and Responsibility

 1. I believe this is much the same understanding of decision as Th omas Nagel 
off ers of action, though I’m not sure that spiders make decisions. See Nagel, Th e View 
from Nowhere (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 111.
 2. Certain now- famous experiments conceived by Benjamin Libet, an experi-
mental psychologist, at least illustrate this hypothesis, though they hardly demon-
strate that it is true. An experimental subject is asked spontaneously to raise which-
ever of his hands he wishes: scans indicate that the brain activity that ends in his 
raising one hand begins a small fraction of a second before the diff erent brain activ-
ity begins that constitutes awareness of which hand he will raise. Libet concludes 
that the subject’s decision to raise his right hand is not the cause of his raising his 
right hand, but only another eff ect of what ever did make him raise his right hand. 
He is careful to point out that his results do not preclude the possibility that the 
subject may interrupt any behavior begun in advance of a decision by a fresh deci-
sion: I may initiate an act of shoplifting unaware but cancel it once I become aware 
that I am about to steal. Th at possibility, Libet believes, is enough to protect moral 
responsibility: I am responsible if I do not intervene to cancel some decisions I should 
have cancelled. Epiphenomenalists suppose, however, that all decisions, including 
 decisions to cancel a pro cess begun unconsciously, are side eff ects rather than causes. 
(Patrick Haggard, “Conscious Intention and Motor Control,” Trends in Cognitive 
Neuroscience 9, no. 6 [June 2005]: 290– 96; Alfred Mele, Free Will and Luck [Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2006], chapter 2.)
 3. For a sample, see Gary Watson, ed., Free Will (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2003); Robert Kane, ed., Th e Oxford Handbook of Free Will (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005).
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 4. Th omas Nagel has insisted throughout his career on a distinction between 
two sources of truth about ourselves and our place in the world: a subjective, per-
sonal perspective and an objective, impersonal one from which we try to understand 
ourselves as part of the natural world. He believes that the free will problem arises, 
and is insoluble, because we cannot help fi nding inconsistent ideas true when we 
turn from one perspective to the other. We cannot escape a conviction of freedom in 
the personal perspective that disappears in the objective one.

Th e objective view seems to wipe out such autonomy because it admits only one 
kind of explanation of why something happened— causal explanation— and 
equates its absence with the absence of any explanation at all . . .  [T]he basic 
idea which it fi nds congenial is that the explanation of an occurrence must show 
how that occurrence, or a range of possibilities within which it falls, was neces-
sitated by prior conditions and events. (Th e View from Nowhere, 115)

For reasons set out in this chapter, I think that the impersonal perspective Nagel has 
in mind is not appropriate to considering ethical and moral questions about respon-
sibility (as distinct from scientifi c or metaphysical questions about freedom) unless 
that perspective is made pertinent by some in de pen dent moral or ethical principle 
such as the “causal control” principle I consider and reject later in this chapter. I 
agree, of course, that that perspective is mandatory to some issues: when we consider 
the nature of the external world as it is apart from the way any par tic u lar creature 
perceives it. However, Nagel off ers a general reason for thinking the impersonal per-
spective always pertinent to any question about ourselves, including the question of 
responsibility. Taking up that perspective, he says, “refl ect[s] our own disposition to 
view ourselves, and our need to accept ourselves, from outside. Without such ac cep-
tance we will be in a signifi cant way alienated from our lives” (Th e View from No-
where, 198). Th at seems to me to put the questions in the wrong order. Whether we 
alienate ourselves from our lives when we suppose that our responsibility for some 
action does not turn on any causal explanation of that action depends on whether 
that is a plausible view of the basis of responsibility.

In an equally infl uential study, Peter Strawson denied that the objective stand-
point is right for considering issues of judgmental responsibility (Strawson, “Free-
dom and Resentment,” in Freedom and Resentment and Other Essays [London: 
Methuen, 1974]). Strawson argued that attributions of responsibility are central to a 
network of human emotions and reactions of blame, resentment, and guilt that we 
could not abandon without ceasing to be the kinds of creature we are. He declared, 
in a passage Nagel sets out in his own discussion:

Inside the general structure or web of human attitudes and feelings of which I 
have been speaking, there is endless room for modifi cation, redirection, criti-
cism and justifi cation. But questions of justifi cation are internal to it. Th e exis-
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tence of the general framework of attitudes itself is something we are given with 
the fact of human society. As a  whole, it neither calls for, nor permits, an exter-
nal “rational justifi cation.” (“Freedom and Resentment,” 23)

Strawson treats the problem of responsibility as arising within a narrative of motives 
and reactions and holds that we have no reason to test that system by asking whether 
its assumptions are verifi ed by causal explanations situated in the natural world. 
Nagel thinks this a mistake

because there is no way of preventing the slide from internal to external criticism 
once we are capable of an external view. Th e problem of free will . . .  arises be-
cause there is a continuity between familiar “internal” criticism of the reactive 
attitudes on the basis of specifi c facts, and philosophical criticisms on the basis 
of supposed general facts. (Th e View from Nowhere, 125)

Nagel  here states an important, and I believe pop u lar, argument in favor of the causal 
control principle I later discuss and for taking up the impersonal perspective that 
principle requires. Our ordinary judgments make exceptions to the general principle 
that we are responsible for what we do; in Nagel’s view these exceptions can be justi-
fi ed only by assuming something like that principle. I think this pop u lar argument 
wrong, however. In the text I argue that, on the contrary, the causal control principle 
is inadequate to justify the exceptions Nagel has in mind, and that these exceptions 
can in fact be justifi ed only through a diff erent principle that does not make responsi-
bility an impersonal causal issue. So in my view Nagel’s argument for rejecting Straw-
son’s internal perspective actually tells in Strawson’s favor. I should add, however, that 
I fi nd Strawson’s own argument— that we could not possibly abandon our sense of 
judgmental responsibility— an inadequate basis for declaring our ordinary judgments 
of responsibility philosophically respectable. We need a defense of our ordinary judg-
ments, not just a confession of our inability to doubt them. We need to show that we 
have no reason to doubt them. Th at is one aim of this chapter.
 5. Nagel, Th e View from Nowhere, 114– 15.
 6. See Galen Strawson, “Th e Impossibility of Mental Responsibility,” Philosophi-
cal Studies 75 (1994): 5– 24.
 7. True, we commonly separate blameworthiness from wrongness: we think that 
someone who murders has done something wrong even if he was insane at the time 
and is therefore not to blame. Incompatibilists assume that that distinction would 
still hold if determinism  were true: though it would then follow that no one was ever 
blameworthy, it would not follow that nothing was ever the wrong thing to do. But 
that depends on why we think certain acts wrong. On any plausible theory, concepts 
of responsibility fi gure just as pervasively in identifying wrongful acts as in adjudi-
cating blame for those acts. Yes, some phi los o phers, including some utilitarians, be-
lieve that an act is wrong if it has bad consequences, what ever the mental state of the 
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agent. Someone who gives to charity acts wrongly if, unknown and unknowable to 
him, he would have improved overall happiness by spending on his own plea sure 
instead. Th is is not plausible. Someone does wrong when he harms someone  else de-
liberately or negligently, without justifi cation, but not when his acts cause the same 
suff ering wholly unintentionally and unforeseeably. Th en he is not only not to blame 
but has done nothing wrong. Th at discrimination is built into the defi nition of dis-
crete moral rules: we cannot commit murder or steal or embezzle or lie or betray our 
friends inadvertently. You do not break your promise to help me in need if there is no 
way you can know that I am in need. Th ese discriminations are justifi ed by assump-
tions about judgmental responsibility: knowledge or negligence matter for wrong-
ness because they matter for responsibility. It would not be a mistake, therefore, to 
say that an idiot, who cannot understand that guns kill, does not act wrongly when 
he fi res. We usually put the point diff erently: we say that he does act wrongly though 
he has an excuse. Th at makes it easier to explain why he is dangerous and must be 
restrained. It also poses no risk to the clarity of society’s prohibition of murder. Any 
attempt to qualify the prohibition with nuanced judgments of responsibility might 
erode its value. But that diff erent way of describing his situation is available only 
because he acts in circumstances in which normal people would be responsible for 
murder. An idiot would not do the wrong thing shooting a stage gun in a play if even 
a normal person would have no reason to think the gun was loaded. Our identifi ca-
tion of right and wrong is therefore parasitic on judgments of responsibility and 
culpability. If we really came to think that there was no diff erence between the re-
sponsibility of someone who secretly loaded the stage gun and someone who fi red it 
unawares, we would have no reason to think the fi rst of these acts morally wrong and 
the second not.

What about character? Having a bad character is diff erent from posing a threat; 
someone with chicken pox poses a threat but need not have a bad character. On 
views I fi nd plausible the distinction, once again, trades in concepts of responsibility. 
Someone has a bad character if he is prone to act badly— to do what it is wrong to 
do. If there is nothing that it is wrong to do, then no one has a bad character. Some 
people— those who are prone to kill as well as those with chicken pox— are danger-
ous because they are likely to cause harm. But that is the most we can say. What 
about liability responsibility? If I am not to blame for an act that caused some-
one  else damage, if I did nothing wrong in acting that way, then why should I bear 
his cost?

What about prudence? I would think myself imprudent if I was hit by lightning 
taking my small boat out in an expected storm, but not if I was struck in a wholly 
unexpected and unpredictable one. But if determinism erases all grounds of self- 
blame in the former case, because it was predetermined that I would act in that way, 
then what ground is left for declaring myself imprudent? I can think I have a reason 
for acting in one way rather than another only when I take that alleged reason to af-
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fect how I should behave. If determinism means that there is no way I should behave 
because nature or fate has already determined how I will behave, then its annihilat-
ing power is catholic across reasons. If determinism rules out having reasons of some 
par tic u lar kind— reasons to criticize myself if I act in one way rather than another— 
then it rules out the very idea of having reasons to act in one way rather than an-
other. Hurricanes are not blameworthy when they kill. Nor do they violate moral 
norms or display morally bad character. Nor are they imprudent when they swerve 
into cold air and dissipate. If determinism is true and means that we have no judg-
mental responsibility, then we are all— hurricanes and people— just large and small 
disturbances on nature’s sea.

Could we at least save judgments about good and bad states of aff airs?  Can’t we 
say that it is good when people are happier, even if no one ever has judgment respon-
sibility for bringing that state of aff airs about? Th at must depend, again, on your 
theory of why states of aff airs are good or bad. It is good when great cathedrals are 
built and when people establish lives full of plea sure and achievement in their own or 
others’ eyes. If robots could be made happy, however, I would see no value in their 
happiness, though much value in the science that made them happy. If people lack 
judgmental responsibility, there might be no more value in their own happiness than 
in robotic happiness.
 8. Th e great defense lawyer Clarence Darrow was a pessimistic incompatibilist 
who therefore thought punishment wrong. He told the judge trying Richard Loeb 
and Nathan Leopold, students of Nietz sche, for the thrill murder of young Bobby 
Franks, “Nature is strong and she is pitiless. She works in her own mysterious way, 
and we are her victims. We have not much to do with it ourselves. Nature takes this 
job in hand, and we play our parts. In the words of old Omar Khayyam, we are only 
‘Impotent pieces in the game He plays / Upon this checkerboard of nights and 
days, / Hither and thither moves, and checks, and slays, / And one by one back in the 
closet lays.’ What had this boy to do with it? He was not his own father; he was not 
his own mother; he was not his own grandparents. All of this was handed to him. He 
did not surround himself with governesses and wealth. He did not make himself. 
And yet he is to be compelled to pay.” See Douglas O. Linder, “Who Is Clarence 
Darrow?”  www.law.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/DARESY.htm (1997).
 9. David Dolinko suggested that example.
 10. Robert Kane, who has written about free will for many years and edited sev-
eral collections of essays on the free will issue, says that he agrees with 90 percent of 
my views on that subject and that he rejects, as I do, the causal principle (Kane, 
“Responsibility and Free Will in Dworkin’s Justice for Hedgehogs,” in Symposium: 
Justice for Hedgehogs: A Conference on Ronald Dworkin’s Forthcoming Book [special 
issue], Boston University Law Review 90, no. 2 [April 2010] [hereafter BU]: 611). He 
thinks I overlook Aristotle’s view that even though people are often not in control— 
when drunk, for instance— they are responsible for what they do then because they 
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 were in control at the earlier time when they decided to drink in excess. But, Kane 
continues, if determinism is true, then people have never been in control, so that 
Aristotle’s ground for insisting on their responsibility does not hold. Th at conclu-
sion follows from determinism, however, only if we do accept the causal principle 
that Kane says he rejects. Th e contrast shows, I believe, the almost intuitive assump-
tion of many of the best writers on the subject that something like the causal con-
trol principle is correct, and that those who reject it, like Hume, have made an ele-
mentary mistake.
 11. Bernard Williams, Shame and Necessity (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1973).
 12. See W. F. R. Hardie, “Aristotle and the Freewill Problem,” Philosophy 43, 
no. 165 (July 1968): 274– 78; Th omas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. R. E. Flatman and D. 
Johnston (New York: W. W. Norton, 1997), 108; David Hume, An Enquiry Concern-
ing Human Understanding, ed. P. H. Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), 73; 
T. M. Scanlon, Moral Dimensions: Permissibility, Meaning, Blame (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2008).
 13. Hume, Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 73.
 14. Roderick Chisholm, “Human Freedom and the Self,” in Watson, ed., Free 
Will (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982); Peter Van Inwagen, An Essay on Free 
Will (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983).
 15. “[I] ask the incompatibilist to explain more exactly what kind of freedom he 
believes that morally signifi cant choice must have, and to explain how choices that 
 were free in this sense could have a special licensing power. I do not myself see how 
these questions can be given satisfactory answers” (Scanlon, Moral Dimensions, 206). 
See also Scanlon’s comments on an earlier draft of this chapter. Scanlon, “Varieties 
of Responsibility,” BU: 603.
 16. See, e.g., J. J. C. Smart, “Free Will, Praise and Blame,” Mind 70, no. 278 
(1961): 291– 306. See also Nagel, Th e View from Nowhere; Nagel, “Moral Luck” (1979), 
reprinted in his Mortal Questions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).
 17. Jean- Paul Sartre, Existentialism Is a Humanism (1945 lecture) (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2007).
 18. He may not be technically guilty of an attempt in law because, assuming that 
epiphenomenalism is true, he achieved nothing beyond a mental act. But he is ethi-
cally and morally in the same position as the frustrated murderer.
 19. See Galen Strawson, “Impossibility of Mental Responsibility,” 13.
 20. Susan Wolf argues, in eff ect, that Mother Teresa is free and responsible be-
cause she does what is right for the right reasons but Stalin is not free or responsible 
because he does not (Susan Wolf, “Self- Interest and Interest in Selves,” Ethics 96 
[1986]; Wolf, Freedom within Reason [New York: Oxford University Press, 1990]). I 
fi nd her distinction unpersuasive, but in any case she is not arguing from anything 
like the causal control principle.
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 21. Peter Strawson, Freedom and Resentment.
 22. But suppose the guru, instead of predicting and then reproducing the paint-
ing, actually made it. He transmitted radio signals that manipulated the artist’s cere-
bellum so that the artist’s arm moved as the guru dictated. We  wouldn’t give the 
artist credit then, of course. Now suppose that the radio signals also made the artist 
think that the thousands of decisions he was making  were his own decisions. He 
thought, as he painted, that he was making his own painting, not someone  else’s. 
But he was wrong. Making artistic decisions yourself means bringing to bear your 
own sense of the various aesthetic values in play and your own skill in exhibiting 
those values in a concrete work. Th at is why the capacity control principle makes 
some level of the second, regulative, capacity essential to responsibility. And that is 
why someone  else’s painting through you is diff erent from your painting by yourself, 
even if your aesthetic values and skills  were predestined to take exactly the form they 
do. Our artist is brainwashed, we are now assuming, into thinking that it is his own 
artistic genius that is now displayed on the canvas before him. I imagined that a 
hypnotized patient might be in that position. But when he learns that the canvas 
actually signals the artistic skills of someone  else, and his own only by accident, if at 
all, he will abandon all pride— or shame— in what he has done. We can turn this 
screw through more twists of fantasy. We imagine that the guru didn’t radio discrete 
hand movements to the artist’s brain but rather implanted the more general tastes— a 
sense of the artistic possibilities of abstract expressionism, perhaps— to which the 
artist responded. Or— a more diffi  cult case still— that the guru implanted the more 
concrete insight that this genre might be exploited brilliantly by swinging leaking 
paint cans over a prone canvas. We can in this way manufacture hard cases for any 
judgment about the artist’s responsibility. Th ese fantasy cases are hard, however, be-
cause we imagine two decision- makers rather than one, and the facts make it unclear 
whose values and skills a par tic u lar decision should be understood as exhibiting. 
Th at complication is absent when it is nature, rather than an Arctic guru, that has 
shaped an artist’s skills, taste, and judgment.
 23. Of course our lives would change in ways we cannot hope even to imagine 
if we each discovered techniques like the guru’s that allowed us to predict everyone 
 else’s behavior with even a tiny fraction of his accuracy. We certainly cannot imagine 
predicting our own behavior in that way, which means we could not fully predict the 
behavior of those whose lives we aff ect. But the diffi  culty of imagining such a world 
does not challenge the assumption that judgmental responsibility would survive.
 24. Williams, Shame and Necessity, 55.
 25. Ibid., 72– 72.
 26. We must distinguish opportunity from capacity in cases in which someone’s 
mistaken view of the world leads to bad results. Someone who is normally good at form-
ing beliefs about the world  doesn’t realize that the white substance in the sugar bowl 
is arsenic. He is judgmentally responsible for spooning it into his guest’s coff ee: it is 
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appropriate to hold his act up to standards of proper conduct. Whether he is at fault 
depends on whether his mistake was reasonable in the circumstances, which in turn 
depends on whether he had a reasonable opportunity to discover the truth and was 
negligent in not taking that opportunity. Th e idiot’s case is diff erent; it would be 
wrong to approach the question of his responsibility in that way. Instead we should 
say that he is not judgmentally responsible for his acts: it is a mistake to treat his 
behavior as subject to ethical or moral evaluation. I am grateful to a reader for the 
Harvard University Press for suggesting that I distinguish the ordinary- mistake kind 
of case.
 27. See quotations from Elbert Hubbard and Edna St. Vincent Millay on 
Th inkExist .com.
 28. Anita Allen believes, rightly, that the discussions of mental disease in this 
chapter and elsewhere are unsophisticated (Allen, “Mental Disorders and the ‘System 
of Judgmental Responsibility,’ ” BU: 621). She thinks that a competent philosophi-
cal account of these pathologies has not been written. I had no intention to provide 
such an account but only to characterize mental disease suffi  ciently to rebut the as-
sumption that our attitudes toward the judgmental responsibility of victims of such 
disease shows that we accept the causal control principle.
 29. See Hugo Adam Bedau, “Rough Justice: Th e Limits of Novel Defenses,” Re-
port (Th e Hastings Center) 8, no. 6 (December 1978): 8– 11.
 30. American Law Institute, “Model Penal Code” (proposed offi  cial draft) (Phila-
delphia: Executive Offi  ce, American Law Institute, 1962).
 31. Not necessarily. Seana Shiff rin has pointed out, in discussion, that duress can 
sometimes destroy these capacities through intense fear.
 32. Compare my discussion of justice as a pa ram e ter of the good life in Sovereign 
Virtue: Th e Th eory and Practice of Equality (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 2000), chapter 6.

11. From Dignity to Morality

 1. I defend that view in Life’s Dominion (New York: Knopf, 1993).
 2. Ronald Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue: Th e Th eory and Practice of Equality (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000), chapter 6. I discuss ethical pa ram e-
ters in Chapter 9.
 3. R. M. Hare, Freedom and Reason (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1965), 130.
 4. See Tamsin Shaw, Nietz sche’s Po liti cal Skepticism (Prince ton: Prince ton Uni-
versity Press, 2007), particularly chapter 5. Shaw points out that Nietz sche is often 
taken to be an “anti- realist” who denies the existence of objective and universal val-
ues, and she denies that reading. She argues that Nietz sche is skeptical about the le-
gitimacy of any coercive po liti cal state, not because he doubts the objective character 
of value but because he doubts that those likely to become po liti cal leaders have the 
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ability to discover objective value. See also Simon May, Nietz sche’s Ethics and His 
War on “Morality” (New York: Oxford University Press (1999).
 5. Nietz sche, Ecce Homo, trans. W. Kaufmann (New York: Vintage, 1967), II:9.
 6. Th us Spoke Zarathustra, in Th e Portable Nietz sche, ed. Walter Kaufmann 
(New York: Viking, 1954).
 7. Ibid., I:15.
 8. Nietz sche, Beyond Good and Evil, trans. W. Kaufmann (New York: Vintage, 
1966), §228.
 9. Nietz sche, Th e Will to Power, trans. Walter Kaufman and R. J. Hollingdale 
(New York: Random  House, 1967), 944.
 10. Th e Antichrist, in Kaufmann, Th e Portable Nietz sche, 11.
 11. See Th omas Hurka, Perfectionism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 75.
 12. May, Nietz sche’s Ethics, 13, 12.
 13. Aristotle, Th e Nicomachean Ethics, 572– 73.
 14. Bernard Williams illustrates the psychological dilemmas in an admittedly 
extravagant example: a tourist to a dictatorship is told that ten innocent prisoners 
will be killed unless he himself kills one of the ten. Williams, “A Critique of Utili-
tarianism,” in J. J. C. Smart and Bernard Williams, eds., Utilitarianism For and 
Against (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973), 76, 98.
 15. See Peter Singer, Th e Life You Can Save: Acting Now to End World Poverty 
(New York: Random  House, 2010). See also Th omas Nagel, “What Peter Singer 
Wants of You,” New York Review of Books, March 25, 2010.
 16. Th is distinction marks much of his work. See the discussion in Chapter 10 of 
his views about free will and judgmental responsibility. I have particularly in mind, 
in the discussion  here, his book Equality and Partiality (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1991), e.g., 14.
 17. Ibid., 31.
 18. T. M. Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, 2000).
 19. Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals, trans. H. J. Paton 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1964), 58.
 20. Ibid., 35.
 21. For a recent illustration, see Robert N. Johnson, “Value and Autonomy 
in Kantian Ethics,” in Oxford Studies in Metaethics, vol. 2, ed. Russ Shafer- Landau 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007).
 22. See the many discussions of Kant’s ambitions in John Rawls, Lectures on the 
History of Moral Philosophy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000).
 23. John Rawls, Collected Papers, ed. Samuel Freeman (Cambridge, Mass.: Har-
vard University Press, 1999), 346.
 24. Ibid., 315.
 25. Ibid., 312.
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 26. See the discussion of Rawls’s constructivism in Chapter 3.
 27. Ronald Dworkin, Justice in Robes (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Har-
vard University Press, 2006), chapter 9.
 28. Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other.
 29. Colin McGinn, “Reasons and Unreasons,” New Republic, May 24, 1999.

12. Aid

 1. See Ronald Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue: Th e Th eory and Practice of Equality 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000), chapter 1.
 2. In his recent book Moral Dimensions: Permissibility, Meaning, Blame (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2008), Th omas Scanlon 
explores diff erent ways in which an agent’s intentions might or might not aff ect the 
permissibility of what he does. Th e argument of this chapter is, I believe, an instance 
of his suggestion that the “meaning” of an act may make it permissible or impermis-
sible. “If someone acts with no regard whatsoever for the interests of another person, 
then this has a certain meaning— it indicates something signifi cant about his atti-
tude to that person and about their relationship with each other— whether or not it 
was his intention to convey.” Th is is not a matter of the signifi cance anyone  else fi nds 
in the act but the signifi cance he “has reason to assign to it, given the reasons for 
which it was performed” (53– 54).
 3. Th omas Scanlon, “Preference and Urgency,” Journal of Philosophy 72 (1975): 
665– 69.
 4. See the discussion of “expensive tastes” in my Sovereign Virtue, chapter 2.
 5. Criticism at the Boston University Law Review conference (mentioned in the 
Preface) helped me correct an impression that my earlier draft had left: that an ex-
ample I gave of a high threshold for rescue was meant as necessary as well as suffi  -
cient for a duty of rescue. See Kenneth W. Simons, “Dworkin’s Two Principles of 
Dignity: An Unsatisfactory Nonconsequentialist Account of Interpersonal Moral Du-
ties,” in Symposium: Justice for Hedgehogs: A Conference on Ronald Dworkin’s Forth-
coming Book (special issue), Boston University Law Review 90, no. 2 (April 2010) (here-
after BU): 715.
 6. Criticism at the Boston University Law Review conference also made me real-
ize the importance of this aspect of the issue. See Kwame Anthony Appiah, “Dignity 
and Global Duty,” BU: 661; and F. M. Kamm, “What Ethical Responsibility Cannot 
Justify: A Discussion of Ronald Dworkin’s Justice for Hedgehogs,” BU: 691. Jeremy 
Waldron and Liam Murphy raised similar issues in discussions of the draft at the 
NYU Colloquium in Legal, Moral and Po liti cal Philosophy.
 7. For an argument that equal respect requires that we take account of the con-
frontation dimension in rescue cases, see Richard W. Miller, “Benefi cence, Duty and 
Distance,” Philosophy & Public Aff airs 32, no. 4 (2004): 357– 83.
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 8. Janos Kis off ered this suggestion in a paper at a Holberg Prize symposium held 
at NYU in 2008.
 9. Kenneth Simons cites empirical evidence of the diff erence confrontation 
makes. See Simons, “Dworkin’s Two Principles.”
 10. See Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue, chapters 8 and 9.
 11. See Peter Singer, Th e Life You Can Save: Acting Now to End World Poverty 
(New York: Random  House, 2009).
 12. For a lottery in which each person has a 1 ⁄3 chance, see John Broome, “Select-
ing People Randomly,” Ethics 95 (1984): 38– 55. For one in which each group has a 1 ⁄2 
chance, see John Taurek, “Should the Numbers Count?” Philosophy & Public Aff airs 
6 (1977): 293– 316.
 13. In what is certainly one of the most quoted philosophical remarks of the last 
century, Bernard Williams said that if you think about whether you are justifi ed in 
saving your wife rather than several strangers, you have “one thought too many” 
(Williams, “Persons, Character, and Morality” [1976], reprinted in his Moral Luck 
[Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981], 1– 19).
 14. For a discussion of the role of bizarre examples in philosophical argument, see 
Kamm, “What Ethical Responsibility Cannot Justify.” I believes she misunder-
stands my views on this score. See my “Response,” BU: 1073.

13. Harm

 1. Indeed, our assignment responsibility requires more than this minimum. You 
must have substantial control over what your body does— where you can take it and 
what you can use it to do— as well. Th at further control responsibility must be lim-
ited, however, to protect the control responsibility of others over their lives: you must 
not have control responsibility that would include damaging me or my property, for 
instance. So the criminal and tort law of any morally sensitive community will re-
quire fi ne judgments. But the most basic level of control responsibility, over what 
happens to your body, does not need to be limited and has therefore been treated as 
a necessary condition of dignity.
 2. See Ronald Dworkin et al., “Assisted Suicide: Th e Phi los o phers’ Brief,” New 
York Review of Books, March 27, 1997, 41– 47.
 3. Washington v. Glucksberg, 521 U.S. 702 (1997).
 4. Th e T.J. Hooper, 60 F.2d 737 (2d Cir. 1932).
 5. An earlier draft of this sentence wrongly suggested that the required standard 
of due care is relative to the agent’s ambitions rather than his opportunities and re-
sources. A standard so relative would have ridiculous consequences. I meant, and 
have revised the paragraph to make plainer, what I said in Law’s Empire (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1986), 301ff . I am grateful to John Goldberg and 
Kenneth W. Simons for bringing this to my attention. See Goldberg, “Liberal 
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Responsibility: A Comment on Justice for Hedgehogs,” 677, and Simons, “Dworkin’s 
Two Principles of Dignity: An Unsatisfactory Nonconsequentialist Account of Inter-
personal Moral Duties,” 715, both in Symposium: Justice for Hedgehogs: A Conference 
on Ronald Dworkin’s Forthcoming Book (special issue), Boston University Law Review 
90, no. 2 (April 2010).
 6. For an illuminating elaboration, see Mark Geistner, “Th e Field of Torts in 
Law’s Empire,” Inaugural Lecture of the Sheila Lubetsky Birnbaum Professorship 
of Civil Litigation, NYU Law News website,  www .law .nyu .edu/ news/ geistfeld _
birnbaum _lecture .
 7. Th is is a simplifi ed pre sen ta tion of a very complex set of theories. Frances 
Kamm off ers all you might wish of the complexity. See, e.g., Kamm, “Th e Doctrine 
of Triple Eff ect and Why a Rational Agent Need Not Intend the Means to His End,” 
in Intricate Ethics: Rights, Responsibilities, and Permissible Harm (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2006), 91– 129.
 8. Judith Th ompson, “Th e Trolley Problem,” Yale Law Journal 94 (1985): 1395– 
1415; Frances Kamm, “Th e Trolley Problem,” in Morality, Mortality, vol. 2: Rights, 
Duties, and Status (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 143– 72.
 9. John Harris, “Th e Survival Lottery,” Philosophy 49 (1974): 81– 87.
 10. See the discussion of that principle, and that consequence, in Chapter 9.
 11. Scanlon argues for a distinction between the deliberative question of what an 
agent should do and the critical question whether the agent refl ected in the right way 
on the deliberative question. See T. M. Scanlon, Moral Dimensions: Permissibility, 
Meaning, Blame (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
2008), chapter 1, “Th e Illusory Appeal of Double Eff ect.” Whether a military leader 
aims to kill enemy noncombatants in a bombing raid or only knows that the raid 
will kill them is relevant to the critical question, Scanlon believes, but not to the delib-
erative question of permissibility unless the diff erence aff ects the number of noncom-
batants actually killed. But if the bombing would bring the war to an end sooner, 
thereby saving many more thousands of civilian lives on both sides, why is it justifi ed 
only when it also has immediate military advantage? Scanlon sets out a principle to 
distinguish the cases (28), but this seems only to restate that requirement and not to 
explain it. I try to provide a justifi cation in the text. Th is does not rely on motive in 
the way Scanlon fi nds objectionable. It does not ask a commanding general to iden-
tify what he most hopes to achieve by his raid. It asks whether his decision can be 
justifi ed without assuming that this is the best use of the lives of the civilians he will 
kill. In some very diff erent kinds of cases, however, motive does seem relevant to 
permissibility as well as to criticism. It would be permissible for a landlord to deny an 
apartment to a black pianist only if and because he objected to his all- night practic-
ing rather than his race.
 12. Rochin v. California, 342 U.S. 165 (1952).
 13. For a discussion of this important ethical issue, see my book Life’s Dominion 
(New York: Knopf, 1993).
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 14. Th ompson, “Th e Trolley Problem.”
 15. Th e distinction between bad luck and usurpation is relevant in other contexts 
as well. See my Sovereign Virtue: Th e Th eory and Practice of Equality (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000), chapter 13: “Playing God: Genes, Clones 
and Luck.”

14. Obligations

 1. Th e classic discussion is Wesley Hohfeld, Fundamental Legal Conceptions as Ap-
plied in Judicial Reasoning, ed. W. W. Cooke (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1919).
 2. See David Lewis, Convention (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1969).
 3. John Rawls suggests that the duty of justice, which requires us to support and 
comply with just institutions, is a natural duty. (Rawls, A Th eory of Justice [Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1971], 115, 334.)
 4. Ibid. 342– 43. Rawls refers to H. L. A. Hart, “Are Th ere Any Natural Rights?” 
Philosophical Review 64 (1955): 185– 86.
 5. Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia (New York: Basic Books, 1974), 
93– 95.
 6. David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 3.2.5– 14/15–524.
 7. G. E. M. Anscombe, “Rules, Rights, and Promises,” in her Ethics, Religion, 
and Politics: Collected Philosophical Papers (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1981), 97– 103.
 8. Scanlon suggests that a promise is best understood as a conventional means of 
acknowledging that the requirements of his Principle F are satisfi ed in the circum-
stances. I believe that understates the function and importance of the institution. 
Th e various clauses of Principle F can be satisfi ed to diff erent degrees, and it may 
therefore be controversial whether its conditions are suffi  ciently satisfi ed to engage 
moral responsibility in any par tic u lar case. Th at is particularly true of the require-
ment that A “lead” B to form certain beliefs. If you had called me several times urg-
ing me to go to the conference I described so that we could talk, the reassurance I 
would think I have been given would be greater than if you had mentioned the mat-
ter more casually, and the diff erence would then be pertinent not only to whether 
you had acquired some prima facie moral responsibility toward me but the strength 
of that responsibility— whether some confl icting and more important invitation you 
subsequently received would provide an adequate excuse for skipping the conference. 
A promise serves its function by declaring that the encouragement off ered is at the 
highest level of intensity and is suffi  ciently intense to put the bar very much lower for 
the other conditions.

Some of Principle F’s clauses need not necessarily be satisfi ed to any degree in 
order that an obligation be created, moreover. As I suggest below in this note, A may 
acquire an obligation even if B does not actually expect A to do as he says. Satisfying 
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other clauses may not be necessary either; it might be debated, for instance, whether 
A must know that B wants reassurance— it may be enough that A strongly wants to 
reassure him and that B knows that even if B  doesn’t particularly want reassurance. 
We should therefore say that, absent an explicit promise or promise denial, the gen-
eral situations that Principle F contemplates are morally fl uid. Much depends on 
circumstance, and reasonable people can disagree in many circumstances. For the 
reasons and in the way described in the text, an explicit promise or promise denial 
makes the situation markedly less fl uid.

Scanlon fi nds the following diffi  culty in his own formulation of Principle F. Sup-
pose A promises to help B plow B’s fi elds tomorrow. According to the fi rst step in 
Principle F, A incurs an obligation only if he succeeds in convincing B that he will 
help plow B’s fi eld. However A cannot convince B of that unless B comes to think 
that A will have a reason to plow. In some circumstances the only reason B might 
sensibly suppose A to have (after B has fi nished helping A plow A’s fi eld) is the obliga-
tion he supposes that A incurred through his promise. So the argument for an obli-
gation cannot get started: its fi rst step presupposes its conclusion. (Th is is a version of 
the circularity problem I mentioned at the outset of the text discussion.) Scanlon 
hopes to solve this problem by appealing to a further principle that forbids A to prom-
ise unless he reasonably believes that he will perform. B is entitled to believe that A 
respects that principle as well and therefore to think that A will perform without re-
lying on any assumption that A has incurred an obligation. Once B has formed that 
belief, the conditions of Principle F are satisfi ed and A does have that obligation 
(Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other [Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Har-
vard University Press, 2000], 308). Critics reasonably comment that B should not 
conclude from the fact that A has a reasonable belief that he will perform when he 
makes the promise that he will have a reason to perform at a later time. See, e.g., 
Niko Kolodny and R. Jay Wallace, “Promises and Practices Revisited,” Philosophy & 
Public Aff airs 31, no. 2 (2003): 119. Th e fi rst step in Scanlon’s principle F is too strong. 
It is not necessary that A convince B that he will keep his promise or respect some 
other form of assurance in order for A to incur an obligation. A has an obligation if 
he promises and other conditions are met, even if B thinks it possible or even likely 
that A will renege. B must have had some reason to make the bargain in that case, of 
course, but, with some eff ort, we can imagine one. He might have wanted an occa-
sion to display A’s bad character to the world, for instance. Or he may have wanted 
generously to help A plow A’s fi eld without acknowledging that he does not trust A’s 
word. Or he might himself doubt that A has an obligation— perhaps B thinks that A 
is unaware that B’s fi eld is much harder to plow. B might think that A has no obliga-
tion for that reason but hope that A will think he does. In all these cases A may still 
have an obligation to plow B’s fi eld tomorrow, whether or not B expects A to plow it 
or thinks that A does have that obligation.
 9. Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other, 304.
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 10. Charles Fried, Contract as Promise: A Th eory of Contractual Obligation (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982), chapter 2, 9.
 11. My colleagues Kevin Davis and Liam Murphy have generously pressed me on 
this issue.
 12. Th omas Scanlon reminded me of this practical argument for some role 
obligations.
 13. Ronald Dworkin, Law’s Empire (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1986), 68– 73.
 14. Richard Fallon raises questions about this discussion. See Richard H. Fallon Jr., 
“Is Moral Reasoning Conceptual Interpretation?” in Symposium: Justice for Hedgehogs: 
A Conference on Ronald Dworkin’s Forthcoming Book (special issue), Boston University 
Law Review 90, no. 2 (April 2010) (hereafter BU): 535.
 15. Robert Paul Wolff , In Defense of Anarchism (New York: Harper and Row, 
1970).
 16. I am indebted to Susanne Sreedhar and Candice Delmas for persuading me 
of the importance of the question whether legitimacy is a matter of degree (Sreedhar 
and Delmas, “State Legitimacy and Po liti cal Obligation in Justice for Hedgehogs: Th e 
Radical Potential of Dworkinian Dignity,” BU: 737). Much of this paragraph is a 
response to them.

15. Po liti cal Rights and Concepts

 1. James Griffi  n misunderstands this suggestion. See James Griffi  n, On Human 
Rights (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 20, repeated in Griffi  n, “Human 
Rights and the Autonomy of International Law,” in Samantha Besson and John Ta-
sioulas, eds., Th e Philosophy of International Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2010). Of course, po liti cal rights do not hold only against a government that aims to 
improve the general good. Th e trump test sets a standard that a claim of right must 
meet— the interest it protects must be suffi  ciently important that it would overcome 
even a generally proper po liti cal justifi cation. Th e test does not suggest that people 
have no rights against tyrants whose aims are not proper. A right may be regarded 
as a trump, moreover, even though it might not trump the general good in cases of 
emergency: when the competing interests are grave and urgent, as they might be 
when large numbers of lives or the survival of a state is in question. Th en, we might 
say, the trump gets trumped not by an ordinary justifi cation but by a higher trump. 
See my “Rights as Trumps,” in Jeremy Waldron, ed., Th eories of Rights (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 1985). It is controversial among po liti cal phi los o phers, more-
over, whether groups of individuals have po liti cal rights— whether we can properly 
speak of the rights of an ethnic minority within a larger po liti cal community, for 
instance. See, e.g., Will Kymlicka, Liberalism, Community, and Culture (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1989). My own view is that only individuals have po liti cal 
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rights, though these rights include a right not to be discriminated against because 
they are members of some group and may also include a right to benefi ts in common 
with other members of their group— a right, for instance, that legal proceedings be 
available in their group’s language. However, I shall not pursue this question  here. 
My argument holds equally for group po liti cal rights if there are any.
 2. Th e meta phor is not universally admired. See Robin West, “Rights, Harms, and 
Duties: A Response to Justice for Hedgehogs,” in Symposium: Justice for Hedgehogs: A 
Conference on Ronald Dworkin’s Forthcoming Book (special issue), Boston University Law 
Review 90, no. 2 (April 2010) (hereafter BU): 819, and my “Response” in that issue.
 3. Charles Beitz, Th e Idea of Human Rights (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2009), 96ff .
 4. See, e.g., John Rawls, Th e Law of Peoples, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, Mass.: Har-
vard University Press, 1999); Joseph Raz, “Human Rights without Foundations,” in 
Samantha Besson and John Tasioulas, eds., Th e Philosophy of International Law (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 321ff .; John Skorupski, “Human Rights,” in 
Besson and Tasioulas, Philosophy of International Law, 357.
 5. In On Human Rights, Griffi  n makes what he calls “personhood” the touchstone 
of human rights; he says that respect for personhood requires guarantees of welfare, 
liberty, and autonomy, and that these are therefore human rights (149). He accepts the 
challenge described in the text: to explain why human rights diff er from other po liti cal 
rights. But he believes the challenge can be met by a more refi ned description of what 
personhood itself requires. “On the personhood account . . .  the cut- off  point is when 
the proximate necessary conditions for normative agency are met . . .  there will be hard 
interpretive work to be done on the idea of ‘proximate necessary conditions for norma-
tive agency’ to make it sharper edged” (183). But, as Joseph Raz has pointed out, this is 
unhelpful. On the one hand, if the conditions Griffi  n has in mind are those necessary 
for a very limited autonomy, they are too easily met. Even slaves make some decisions. 
On the other hand, if the conditions are taken to be those necessary for a substantial 
degree of welfare, liberty, and autonomy, then the problem remains of distinguishing 
between human rights and other po liti cal rights. Where is the line to be drawn? See 
Raz, “Human Rights without Foundations.” Griffi  n’s response seems only to confi rm 
Raz’s complaint. He suggests that “practicalities” will help us to determine the “thresh-
old” of autonomy that human rights protect, but that “considerable work” is necessary 
to fi nd the right threshold (347– 49).

Charles Beitz believes that human rights should be identifi ed not through some 
“top down” principle, like respect for personhood, but through interpretation of hu-
man rights practice, guided, as it must be, by a sense of the point of that institution 
(Beitz, Th e Idea of Human Rights). But as we noticed throughout Part Two of this 
book, interpretation of that kind requires general principles that can fi x the best 
justifi cation of the raw data of that practice, and these must be “top down” principles 
of the kind Beitz wants to avoid. He recognizes the need to distinguish human rights 
from other po liti cal rights; he says that human rights are narrower than the po liti cal 
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rights that defi ne a just society (142). But his suggested standards for the necessary 
distinction seem unpromising. He says that some requirements of justice are less ur-
gent than others, that some purported rights would be harder than others to enforce 
internationally, and that some requirements of justice can sensibly be thought to 
vary among societies with diff erent economic, social, and cultural backgrounds 
(143). Th e second of these standards mixes the question whether it would be permis-
sible for the international community to intervene, if it could do so eff ectively, with 
the diff erent question whether it can indeed do so eff ectively. Th ese speak to diff erent 
conditions for intervention that are best kept distinct and, in any case, are irrelevant 
to all cases except barbarism, because only these justify intervention. His fi rst stan-
dard requires a metric for urgency that, when supplied, may not produce the right 
results. How should we rank in urgency, for instance, rights to expression of racist 
opinion, abortion, expensive lifesaving renal dialysis, same- sex marriage, and no 
imprisonment without a fair trial? Th e third standard does not discriminate between 
justice and human rights; the former as well as the latter vary to some degree with 
national background, and the standard does not tell us why human rights vary more 
than justice does.
 6. Ronald Dworkin, Is Democracy Possible  Here? Principles for a New Po liti cal 
Debate (Prince ton: Prince ton University Press, 2006).
 7. Robert D. Sloane, “Human Rights for Hedgehogs? Global Value Pluralism, 
International Law, and Some Reservations of the Fox,” BU: 975.
 8. Th e puzzle is as old as Plato’s Euthyphro (Plato, Th e Last Days of Socrates, trans. 
Hugh Tredennick and Harold Tarrant (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1993). For 
more modern treatments, see, e.g., Ralph Cudworth, A Treatise Concerning Eternal 
and Immutable Morality (1731; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996); Mark 
Schroeder, “Cudworth and Normative Explanations,” Journal of Ethics and Social 
Philosophy 1 (2005): 1– 27.
 9. Bishop R. C. Mortimer was attracted to this suggestion. “Th e fi rst foundation 
is the doctrine of God the Creator. God made us and all the world. Because of that He 
has an absolute claim on our obedience. We do not exist in our own right, but only as 
His creatures, who ought therefore to do and be what He desires” (Robert C. Mor-
timer, Christian Ethics [London: Hutchinson’s University Library, 1950], 7).
 10. Harry Frankfurt assumes this is what equality means. See his “Equality as 
a Moral Ideal,” in William Letwin, ed., Against Equality: Readings in Economic and 
Social Policy (London: Macmillan, 1983), 21. Frankfurt argues against “the doctrine 
that it is desirable for everyone to have the same amounts of income and wealth (for 
short, ‘money’).”
 11. John Rawls, A Th eory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1971).
 12. See, e.g., R. George White, “Th e High Cost of Rawls’ Inegalitarianism,” 
 www .jstor .org/ stable/ 448214 .
 13. See Derek Parfi t, Equality or Priority (Lawrence: University of Kansas, 1995).
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 14. Th e term “trickle down” is used mainly as a pejorative. Th e theory itself, often 
called Reaganomics, is vigorous though discredited. See “Live Free or Move,” edito-
rial, Wall Street Journal, May 16, 2006.
 15. Isaiah Berlin, “Two Concepts of Liberty” (1958), in Four Essays on Liberty 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969); Bernard Williams, “From Freedom to Lib-
erty: Th e Construction of a Po liti cal Value,” Philosophy & Public Aff airs 30, no. 1 
(2001): 3– 26.

16. Equality

 1. See Eduardo Porter, “Race and the Social Contract,” New York Times, March 
31, 2008.
 2. See my Sovereign Virtue: Th e Th eory and Practice of Equality (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000), chapter 3.
 3. Sen says that his recent book, Th e Idea of Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 2009), marks an important “departure” from standard theories of 
justice— he cites, among others, John Rawls’s and my own work— that are con-
cerned only to describe ideally just institutions and are therefore of no use in guiding 
the comparative judgments we must make in the real and very imperfect world. But 
Rawls’s two principles of justice are tailor- made for the comparative real- world judg-
ments Sen has in mind. Th ere is, in fact, an astronomically extensive literature of 
phi los o phers, po liti cal scientists, economists, lawyers, and even politicians applying 
Rawls’s theories to actual concrete po liti cal controversies. (A sample can be har-
vested by typing “Rawls” and the name of any par tic u lar controversy into a Google 
search.) In my own case, Sen may not have taken full account of my discussion 
“Back to the Real World,” in chapter 3 of Sovereign Virtue, which describes in some 
detail how the abstract theory of justice I defend in that book can be used to justify 
comparative judgments about improvements in justice. Nor of the entire part II— 
half—of Sovereign Virtue, which is devoted, as that book’s subtitle promises, to the 
“practice” rather than the “theory” of equality. I discuss there, again in some detail, 
the application of the general theory of part I of that book to practical improvement 
on present policies in the fi elds of taxation, health care, racial justice, ge ne tic policy, 
abortion, euthanasia, freedom of speech, and the regulation of elections. I have also 
tried to explain practical consequences of my views in general journals, particularly 
the New York Review of Books.

Sen’s own work in developmental economics has been enormously important and 
useful. His views on the causes of famine have been particularly infl uential. He has 
brought a wealth of Eastern, particularly Indian, history, literature, and philosophy 
to the attention of Western readers; his latest book is particularly rich in such infor-
mation. However, Th e Idea of Justice does not support Sen’s claim of a departure in 
normative po liti cal philosophy: in fact he off ers less help in real- world judgment 
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than do the theories he means to depart from. His comments on par tic u lar po liti cal 
issues are either uncontroversial— he condemns slavery— or noncommittal. He ap-
peals to a variety of standards for comparative judgment of existing structures, but at 
far too abstract a level to be useful in comparative judgment. He endorses the spirit 
of Adam Smith’s “impartial observer” test, which recommends the decisions that an 
ideal and impartial judge would reach. But that test, unless construed in a utilitarian 
way, lacks bite: it does not tell us what theory a benefi cent spectator would deploy to 
decide issues now controversial. Sen says that policy should focus (though not exclu-
sively) on promoting equality in what he calls “capabilities” (see the discussion of 
“capabilities” in note 6 below). But he concedes the wide variations in people’s rank-
ings of the importance of these capabilities and does not recommend any way of 
choosing among these rankings in the face of serious disagreement. He believes that 
free demo cratic discussion among ideally public- spirited citizens would be helpful to 
comparative judgment. He does not say how this thought is helpful in real commu-
nities that include a great many followers of, say, Sarah Palin. It is not helpful, in the 
world of real politics, only to call for due consideration of a large variety of factors 
that everyone concedes relevant without also off ering some overall scheme to suggest 
how these diff erent factors should be weighted in a practical decision about a contro-
versial issue.
 4. Baker’s ambitious and impressive article was completed just before his tragic 
death (C. Edwin Baker, “In Hedgehog Solidarity,” in Symposium: Justice for Hedge-
hogs: A Conference on Ronald Dworkin’s Forthcoming Book [special issue], Boston 
University Law Review 90, no. 2 [April 2010] [hereafter BU]: 759). He believed, con-
trary to my own opinion, that citizens need have no more concern for their fellow 
citizens when they act together in politics than they need have when they act as indi-
viduals. Politics, he thought, should be understood as a competitive activity in which 
each citizen works to advance his own values and goals by winning a collective po-
liti cal decision to create an ethical environment he approves. Th ere are losers as well 
as winners in this competition. Po liti cal majorities must be tolerant of minorities: 
they must not coerce them to embrace the majority’s values or otherwise violate their 
liberty or other rights. But majorities need not otherwise refrain from using politics 
to shape the community to their own convictions about good lives. Th ey need not 
try to be neutral out of concern for those who disagree with them.

Baker also disagreed with me, in a parallel way, about democracy. He agreed on the 
need for what I call, in Chapter 18, a partnership conception of that ideal. But he 
thought that I favor an “epistemic” interpretation of partnership in which the com-
munity’s role is limited to identifying and enforcing a correct theory of distributive and 
po liti cal justice, while he favored a “choice” interpretation in which majorities choose 
the values that defi ne the community as a  whole. “Th is alternative sees people in the 
partnership as trying to convince each other about, and as acting as a partnership to 
pursue, ethical ideals. It treats equality of respect, not equality of concern, as the 
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sovereign virtue.” He thought that conceiving of citizens as “reason- giving” partners in 
“communicative action” as well as in competition with one another allows us to pro-
vide a more secure basis for principles of justice than a view like mine is able to provide. 
He adopted Jürgen Habermas’s view that people in conversation commit themselves to 
certain principles, and that it is these commitments that identify justice for them.

It will be helpful in considering his views to distinguish two questions. First, do the 
members of a coercive po liti cal community have an obligation, when they design an 
economic structure, to treat the fate of each citizen as equally important? Second, are 
they obliged not to adopt laws that can be justifi ed only by assuming the truth of ethi-
cal ideas controversial within the community? Th is chapter answers the fi rst question: 
yes. Th ough Baker denied the need for equal concern, I am not sure he actually meant 
to disagree. I think he rather associated equal concern with a “yes” answer to the sec-
ond question. Th ere is nothing in his picture of a choice democracy that would suggest 
that a majority should not have equal concern for the fate, as distinct from the values, 
of all fellow citizens. Turn to the second question. Baker believed that the majority in 
a choice democracy should have the power to select texts for public education that re-
fl ect their values and to establish a par tic u lar religion as offi  cial. I believe he underesti-
mated the coercive power of that kind of control. (See my Is Democracy Possible  Here? 
Principles for a New Po liti cal Debate (Prince ton: Prince ton University Press, 2006). 
Baker’s version of tolerance would not in fact encourage the “reason- giving” he hoped 
for among citizens. On the contrary: a majority confi dent of its power to choose public 
school textbooks would have little reason to try to explain itself to those left out. For a 
frightening contemporary example, see Russell Shorto, “How Christian  Were the 
Found ers?” New York Times, February 11, 2010. Th e conception of liberty I describe in 
Chapter 17, which allows the ethical environment to be set organically, so far as possi-
ble, through individual choices one by one rather than by collective action, provides 
much more incentive for conversation aimed at persuasion.
 5. Richard Arneson, “Equality and Equal Opportunity for Welfare,” Philosophi-
cal Studies 56 (1989): 77– 93; and G. A. Cohen, “On the Currency of Egalitarian 
Justice,” Ethics 99 (1989): 906– 44.
 6. See my Sovereign Virtue, 301– 303. In his In e qual ity Reexamined (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1992), Amartya Sen describes the “capabilities” that 
should fi gure in such a calculation to include capacities to bring about “being happy, 
having self- respect, taking part in the life of the community, and so on.” Th ese seem 
to be welfarist notions, though I off ered in those pages an alternative characteriza-
tion. In Th e Idea of Justice Sen adds that “happiness does not generate obligations in 
the way that capability must do” (271), but it is not plain whether this judgment is 
meant to change his earlier opinion.
 7. Sen, Th e Idea of Justice, 265.
 8. See “Ronald Dworkin Replies,” in Justine Burley, ed., Dworkin and His Crit-
ics (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 2004), 340ff .
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 9. I describe the story summarized  here in much greater detail, and consider its 
implications for tax and other po liti cal policy, in Sovereign Virtue, chapter 2.
 10. Freeman suggests, in the course of a very instructive essay, that an ambition 
to charge people the true opportunity costs of their choices in work and consump-
tion cannot help us to fi x a theory of justice in distribution because what we take 
true opportunity costs to be depends on which such theory we have already assumed 
(Samuel Freeman, “Equality of Resources, Market Luck, and the Justifi cation of 
Adjusted Market Distributions,” BU: 921). If we decide that a utilitarian scheme is 
most fair, for instance, then we will think that the true opportunity costs of a per-
son’s choices are those fi xed by the price system that best promotes utility. If we 
think some other theory of justice superior, we will take true opportunity costs to be 
those set by prices in an economic system that enforces that other theory. So even if 
we assume that asking someone to pay the true opportunity costs of his choices re-
spects his responsibility for his own life, we cannot draw any conclusion from that 
assumption about which theory of justice is best.

However, the conception of equality of resources described in the text uses the 
idea of opportunity costs at a more basic level. Any defensible interpretation of equal 
concern supposes that no one in a po liti cal community is initially entitled to more 
resource than anyone  else; it asks whether any reason consistent with that assump-
tion justifi es an economic system in which some prosper more than others. Utilitar-
ians, Rawlsians, and other theorists off er such reasons: that treating people with 
equal concern requires maximizing their average welfare, or protecting the situation 
of the worst- off  group, or something of the sort. Th ey then off er models of economic 
systems that these diff erent assumptions would justify, and, as Freeman says, any 
such model carries with it its own distinct calculation of the true opportunity costs 
of one person’s choices to others’. Equality of resources, on the other hand, off ers the 
idea of a fair distribution of opportunity costs, not as derivative from other reasons 
for allowing deviation from fl at equality but as itself a reason for deviating and limit-
ing the scope of such deviation. It defi nes true opportunity costs recursively as those 
mea sured by prices in a market in which all have equal resources and in which insur-
ance against risks of diff erent sorts is marketed on equal terms. Th e yield of that 
market then structures, through taxation and redistribution, future markets in 
which prices set true opportunity costs. So the ambition to make people responsible 
for their choices is at work in that conception of distributive justice right from the 
start.
 11. See the discussion in Sovereign Virtue, chapters 8 and 9.
 12. I recommend Ripstein’s account of my views about distributive justice. See 
his essay “Liberty and Equality,” in Arthur Ripstein, ed., Ronald Dworkin (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 82. He cites the mandatory character of 
the insurance scheme as an objection (103). He also comments that though the insur-
ance scheme is designed to separate tastes from handicaps, it actually assumes 
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that distinction, because it does not suppose that people can insure against having 
expensive tastes. I did not intend the scheme to help make that distinction, which I 
assumed could be made in de pen dently through what I described as an identifi cation 
test. A taste is not a handicap for an agent who does not wish not to have it. See my 
“Ronald Dworkin Replies,” in Burley, Dworkin and His Critics, 347ff . See also my 
“Sovereign Virtue Revisited,” Ethics 113 (October 2002): 106, 118ff . It is worth noting 
 here, however, that the insurance scheme does operate to enforce the distinction 
through the phenomenon of moral hazard. Insurers will not insure against a risk 
whose cultivation is under the control of the insured and cannot be assumed to be 
undesirable to him. Nor will they insure, except at extravagant premium, against a 
risk when it would be expensive and particularly diffi  cult to prove that its cultivation 
was not desired and not under the insured’s control. Th is is not just a con ve nient side 
eff ect of the insurance scheme. It refl ects the connection between that scheme and 
the view of judgmental responsibility defended in Chapter 10. I also recommend 
another thoughtful discussion of the mandatory- insurance objection in the course of 
a detailed and careful study of equality of resources: Alexander Brown, Ronald 
Dworkin’s Th eory of Equality: Domestic and Global Perspectives (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2009). Brown’s study has the great virtue of discussing the role of that 
conception of equality in global justice, which, as he notices, I have so far not taken 
up.
 13. Sen discusses the hypothetical insurance strategy at some length in Th e Idea of 
Justice, 264– 68. I can best respond through the inelegant vehicle of a list. (1) He dis-
cusses comments I made in an earlier book about his “capability” approach. See 
Sovereign Virtue, 299– 303. He denies that this approach is welfarist. I off ered reasons 
why it could easily be so interpreted: see the discussion of “capabilities” in note 6 
above. (2) He says of the alternative interpretation I off ered— that the capabilities 
approach “is only equality of resources in a diff erent vocabulary” (Sovereign Virtue, 
303)— that even if that  were so, the capabilities approach would be superior because 
it identifi es what is fi nally important rather than focusing on resources, which, as I 
have conceded, are mere means. But fi rst, though some people might deem capabili-
ties important for their own sake (that is also true of resources: some people value 
them as sources of freedom even if they do not use them), others will value them only 
so far as they can use them to lead lives they fi nd desirable. Like resources, most ca-
pabilities, for most people, are only instrumental. Second, as I have several times said 
in a variety of places, it  doesn’t follow from the fact that sensible people value re-
sources as means to better lives that government should aim to make people equal 
not in resources but in the goodness of their lives. Th is chapter argues that any such 
program would impair personal responsibility. (3) Sen’s remaining comments are 
specifi cally about the insurance strategy. He says that an insurance market cannot 
refl ect relative disadvantage. Th at seems incorrect, for reasons Adam Smith made 
plain. In deciding how much coverage to buy against unemployment or low wage or 
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disability, people will naturally take into account not only their absolute need but 
how they would fare relative to others in diff erent situations. (4) Sen next says that 
the insurance device supposes individuals acting as “atomistic operators” rather than 
as part of a pro cess of “public reason.” But the insurers I imagine can have the benefi t 
of as much public and private discussion as a fl ourishing community will generate, as 
well as the benefi t of a shared culture that refl ects diff erent strands of opinion. Th ey 
must fi nally decide for themselves, but that hardly means that they must decide in an 
isolation chamber. (5) He declares that my focus “in common with other transcen-
dental institutionalist approaches, is on getting to perfectly just institutions (in one 
step).” Th at is wrong; see the discussion of Sen’s claim in note 3 above. (6) He says 
that I take for granted the “existence, uniqueness and effi  ciency of perfectly competi-
tive market equilibria, which he needs for his institutional story to be entirely un-
problematic” (267). He  doesn’t say why I need this unreal assumption, and I have 
denied that I do. See, e.g., Sovereign Virtue, 79; “Sovereign Virtue Revisited”; Is De-
mocracy Possible  Here? 115; as well as this and the preceding paragraphs of this text. 
(7) He concludes, reluctantly, that I betray “institutional fundamentalism” and “in-
nocence” in my assumption that fi xing just institutions will solve all human prob-
lems, and in my pretense, as he sees it, that the hypothetical insurance scheme has 
“imperial powers” (267– 68). But I disavow any such assumption or pretense. Th e 
insurance scheme plays a role in the more complex integrated theory of justice de-
scribed  here. It does nothing “one shot.” It off ers advice about marginal gains in 
distributive justice in imperfect communities, and it takes into account the wisdom 
of fl exible insurance policies that can be adjusted to refl ect changes in circumstances 
and ambitions, and also the need sometimes to temper justice with compassion. See 
my “Sovereign Virtue Revisited.”
 14. Sovereign Virtue, part II.

17. Liberty

 1. Benjamin Constant, “Th e Liberty of the Ancients Compared with Th at of the Mod-
erns” (1819), in Biancamaria Fontana, trans., Po liti cal Writings (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988), 309– 28; Isaiah Berlin, “Two Concepts of Liberty” (1958), re-
printed in Four Essays on Liberty (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969), 118– 72.
 2. Charles Fried, Modern Liberty and the Limits of Government (New York: 
W. W. Norton, 2006); Stephen Breyer, Active Liberty: Interpreting Our Demo cratic 
Constitution (New York: Knopf, 2005).
 3. Berlin, Four Essays on Liberty, xlix.
 4. H. L. A. Hart, “Are Th ere Any Natural Rights?” Philosophical Review 64 (1955).
 5. See Nicholas Clee, “And Another Th ing . . .  Morality in Book Publishing,” 
Logos 10 (1999): 118, 119.
 6. See my discussion of Edwin Baker’s version of this argument in Chapter 16.
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 7. James Fleming raises, among other important matters, the question of how far 
government may attempt to infl uence citizens’ ethical opinions and decisions by 
means short of coercion. As the text refl ects, I try to distinguish between a commu-
nity’s moral and ethical environments. I do not believe government shows the right 
respect for individual ethical responsibility when it offi  cially endorses one opinion, 
controversial among citizens, about what counts as a good life. But as I emphasized 
in Life’s Dominion (New York: Knopf, 1993), government does not deny respect for 
ethical responsibility when it acts to improve people’s sense of the gravity of that re-
sponsibility. Nor does it by designing compulsory public education to emphasize 
that gravity and to display imaginatively a range of important and profound re-
sponses to it. As Fleming points out, these distinctions require diffi  cult boundary 
judgments distinguishing government programs aimed to heighten ethical re-
sponsibility from those either endorsing or coercing par tic u lar choices. But if the 
distinction refl ects important principles, as I think it does, then we must make those 
judgments as best we can. Fleming notes the distinction I make in Life’s Dominion 
between arguments inside- out and outside- in. Th ough the structure of this book 
may suggest the latter, I tried to show, in the advance summary of Chapter 1, that its 
underlying structure is inside- out.
 8. See “Principle, Policy, Procedure,” in my book A Matter of Principle (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1985), chapter 3. Th is article is discussed by 
Robert Bone in “Procedure, Participation, Rights,” in Symposium: Justice for Hedge-
hogs: A Conference on Ronald Dworkin’s Forthcoming Book (special issue), Boston 
University Law Review 90, no. 2 (April 2010): 1011.
 9. I have somewhat lengthened this discussion of free speech from an earlier 
draft to respond to fears Edwin Baker expressed in the article discussed in Chapter 
16 that my defense was not full- throated and did not give liberty pride of place. No 
value has pride of place in an integrated account of them all, since each relies on the 
others. But I mean this defense to be full- throated.
 10. Brandenburg v. Ohio, 395 U.S. 444 (1969).
 11. See my Sovereign Virtue, chapter 3, “Th e Place of Liberty.”
 12. Life’s Dominion. I mean to incorporate the argument of that book  here and 
only summarize its main conclusions.
 13. Roe v. Wade, 410 U.S. 113 (1973); Planned Parenthood of Southeastern Pa. v. 
Casey, 505 U.S. 833 (1992).
 14. I emphasize that this must be treated as an ethical issue rather than one about 
protecting impersonal values like great paintings or natural trea sures. Government 
may properly tax its citizens to fund museums, but not conscript them to guard 
works of art themselves at great personal cost. Th e case for prohibiting abortion must 
include the distinctly ethical judgment that even an early abortion refl ects a mis-
taken understanding of the character of life’s importance.
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18. Democracy

 1. John Locke, Two Treatises of Government, ed. Peter Laslett (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1960). Janos Kis called my attention to the value of Locke’s 
statement.
 2. Ronald Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue: Th e Th eory and Practice of Equality (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000), chapter 10; Dworkin, Freedom’s Law 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996), introduction, 1; Dworkin, Is 
Democracy Possible  Here? Principles for a New Po liti cal Debate (Prince ton: Prince ton 
University Press, 2006).
 3. Stephen Macedo suggests that the term “majoritarian” is so hard accurately to 
defi ne, and so confusing in its uses, that it should be dropped from discussions of 
democracy (Macedo, “Against Majoritarianism: Demo cratic Values and Institu-
tional Design,” in Symposium: Justice for Hedgehogs: A Conference on Ronald Dwor-
kin’s Forthcoming Book [special issue], Boston University Law Review 90, no. 2 [April 
2010] [hereafter BU]: 1029). I have not followed that suggestion  here because I have 
used the term before and fear that it would be misleading or at least clumsy to avoid 
it. But I agree with the spirit of his suggestion.
 4. Th is is much weaker than what John Rawls requires of a “well- ordered” soci-
ety (Rawls, A Th eory of Justice [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1971], 
453– 62) because it does not include any requirement, very unlikely to be met, that 
citizens share the same conception of justice.
 5. John Ely, Democracy and Distrust: A Th eory of Judicial Review (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1980), chapter 5, “Clearing the Channels of Po liti-
cal Change,” 105– 34; Janos Kis, “Constitutional Precommitment Revisited,” NYU 
Colloquium Paper, September 3, 2009,  www .law .nyu .edu/ ecm _dlv2/ groups/ public/ 
@nyu _law _website _ _academics_ _colloquia_ _legal _political _and _social _philosophy/ 
documents/ documents/ ecm _pro _062725 .pdf .
 6. See Jeremy Waldron, “Th e Core of the Case against Judicial Review,” Yale 
Law Journal 115 (2006): 1346.
 7. Ibid., 1387.
 8. Ibid., 1387n112.
 9. Waldron is unsure what claim I mean to make through the lifeboat example 
(Waldron, “A Majority in the Lifeboat,” BU: 1043). I intend only a very limited 
and highly circumscribed point— only that the majoritarian principle is not, as his 
statement I quoted claims it to be, a general principle of fairness in de pen dent of 
context— that is, an “intrinsically” fair pro cess. His own fresh discussion in this es-
say suggests that he agrees. He says that a majority of passengers should be invited to 
choose from a menu of procedures to select which of them should be thrown over-
board, but now adds that majority decision should not be on the menu. But if there 
are reasons why majority rule should not be on that menu, then these are equally 

no t e s  t o  pa g e s  3 79 – 3 87  



reasons why a majority should not be authorized to pick from the menu unless it in-
cludes no option that would antecedently and in a known way favor some passengers 
over others. Waldron’s own suggestion, choosing death for the oldest or least healthy 
passengers, would be ruled out by that test. We do want a procedure that does not 
bias the pro cess from the start. But head- counting would be very unlikely to satisfy 
that condition. Th is is most certainly not an argument that majority rule is never a 
fair method of decision. On the contrary I insist that it is appropriate in politics 
when conditions of legitimacy are met. Waldron believes he has other arguments 
against judicial review, beyond the intrinsic fairness of the majority decision princi-
ple. I agree that the lifeboat case has no power what ever to impeach any such argu-
ment he off ers; I certainly do not regard that example, as he fears I do, as a “knock- 
down” argument against a majoritarian conception of democracy. He refers to the 
extended case I have made over several years for a diff erent conception, a case sum-
marized and elaborated in this chapter. He declares that the lifeboat example adds 
nothing what ever to that case. He is absolutely right. Th at example is directed only 
at what I take to be a mistaken philosophical assumption that should not fi gure in 
the argument. Th e example is not intended to replace or even bolster the positive case 
I make  here.

A further issue. Waldron says in this essay that he has never received an honorable 
answer to a question he has been asking for twenty years. Why, if it is not intrinsi-
cally fair, is majority rule appropriate on fi nal appellate courts like the Supreme 
Court, which decides many very important cases by a 5– 4 vote? Th e choice among 
checks on majoritarian procedures must of course depend on which options are 
available. Judicial review is an available option for checking legislative and executive 
decisions. It is also an available option for checking judicial review itself through a 
hierarchal system of appellate courts, and most systems of judicial review use further 
judicial review as a check in that way. But of course judicial review is not available to 
check the decision of the highest appellate court; if it  were, the court would not be 
the highest. It does not follow that if the judges in this series of reviews disagree, the 
disagreement should be settled by a vote among them. A Supreme Court’s 5– 4 deci-
sion might overrule the unanimous decisions of a great many more judges on lower 
courts. But the head- counting procedure does hold on the Supreme Court itself, and 
it makes perfect sense to ask what other alternatives, beyond judicial review, are 
available. We can easily imagine some. Constitutional courts might give more votes 
to se nior judges on the ground that they have more experience. Or more votes to 
ju nior judges because they are likely to better represent pop u lar opinion. Th e Su-
preme Court does give each justice an equal vote, but it also gives some justices 
much more power than others in shaping constitutional law. When the Chief Justice 
is in the majority, he decides the often crucial question who will write the opinion for 
the Court; when he is in the minority the se nior justice in the majority does. No vote 
decides that issue. Th e Court’s practice of adopting majority rule for the verdict itself 
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can sensibly be challenged. But because judicial review is logically not an option at 
that stage, the choice of a majority decision procedure hardly suggests that that pro-
cedure is intrinsically fairer than a diff erent pro cess that includes judicial review.
 10. In general, po liti cal procedures aimed at a collective good should take care to 
separate so far as possible what I have called the “personal” from the “external” pref-
erences of the population, and count only the former. See Ronald Dworkin, Taking 
Rights Seriously (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1977), chapter 9. A 
straightforward majority vote in politics cannot achieve that separation. I am grate-
ful to Waldron for pointing out the relevance of my old distinction. See Waldron, “A 
Majority in the Lifeboat,” 1043.
 11. Edmund Burke, “Speech to the Electors of Bristol,” in Th e Works of the Right 
Honourable Edmund Burke, vol. 1 (London: Henry G. Bohn, 1855), 178– 80.
 12. Judith N. Shklar, “Th e Liberalism of Fear,” in Nancy L. Rosenblum, ed., Liber-
alism and the Moral Life (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989), 21– 38.
 13. Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue, chapters 11 and 12.
 14. In Hunt v. Cromartie, 532 U.S. 234 (2001), the Supreme Court upheld a redis-
tricting creating a dominantly black district because it could not be proved that the 
gerrymandering was intended to benefi t a race rather than a po liti cal party. Th e lat-
ter goal, it assumed, was constitutionally permissible but the former not.
 15. Crawford v. Marion County Election Board, 553 U.S. 181 (2008).
 16. It has been proposed that states agree, one by one, to cast their electoral votes in 
presidential elections for the popular- vote winner. If enough states agreed so that their 
combined electoral votes would elect a president, no further loser in the pop u lar vote 
could be elected. However, states could drop out of the system at any time. Th e more 
serious problem of the distortion of repre sen ta tion in the Senate could not be solved 
even by constitutional amendment. At least the Constitution so provides in Article V.
 17. Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School District No. 1, 551 U.S. 
701 (2007). For criticism, see Ronald Dworkin, Th e Supreme Court Phalanx: Th e 
Court’s New Right- Wing Bloc (New York: New York Review of Books, 2008).
 18. George W. Bush v. Al Gore, 531 U.S. 98 (2000); Citizens United v. Federal Elections 
Commission, decided January 21, 2010. See my articles in the New York Review of Books: 
“A Badly Flawed Election,” January 11, 2001, and “Th e Decision Th at Th reatens De-
mocracy,” May 13, 2010.
 19. Dworkin, Is Democracy Possible  Here? 158– 59.
 20. Dworkin, “Th e Supreme Court Phalanx.”

19. Law

 1. Th is chapter is meant to supplement my books Law’s Empire (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1986) and Justice in Robes (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2006), not substitute for them.
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 2. According to what is called “soft” positivism, morality can fi gure among the 
tests of law if some legal document with historical pedigree, like a constitution, so 
stipulates. See H. L. A. Hart, Th e Concept of Law, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1994), postscript, 250, 265.
 3. Th ese distinctions among legal concepts are explained more fully in my Justice 
in Robes, introduction.
 4. Ronald Dworkin, Taking Rights Seriously (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1977), chapter 2.
 5. Ibid., chapter 3.
 6. Stephen Guest and Philip Schofi eld have pointed out to me, however, that in 
his A Fragment of Government Jeremy Bentham candidly bases his fundamental “ar-
rangement” of legal materials on the moral principle of utility. Th e text is available 
at  www .efm .bris .ac .uk/ het/ bentham/ government .htm. So Bentham, widely regarded 
as the most important of the early positivists, once based his analysis of law on moral 
theory, not conceptual analysis. Bentham was a closet interpretivist.
 7. Hart, Th e Concept of Law.
 8. Ibid.
 9. Charles de Montesquieu, Th e Spirit of the Laws (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1989).
 10. I drew a pertinent contrast between the justice and the integrity of a legal 
system. See my Law’s Empire, particularly chapter 11.
 11. For a po liti cal argument in favor of originalism, see Antonin Scalia, A Matter 
of Interpretation (Prince ton: Prince ton University Press, 1999). See my response to 
Scalia in that book, pp. 115– 27. For a recent discussion arguing against the assump-
tion that historical meaning is objective, see Tara Smith, “Originalism’s Misplaced 
Fidelity: ‘Original’ Meaning Is not Objective,” Constitutional Commentary 26, no. 1 
(2009): 1. See also my Law’s Empire, chapter 9.
 12. Th e legal question whether the Fugitive Slave Act was valid law includes the 
question whether it was constitutionally valid. In my view it was not— see “Th e Law 
of the Slave- Catchers,” Times Literary Supplement, December 5, 1975 (a review of 
Justice Accused, by Robert Cover). But I am prescinding from that issue now.
 13. Jamal Kiyemba v. Barack Obama, decided February 18, 2009, Opinion of Se-
nior Circuit Court Judge Randolph. Th e court was speaking arguendo. It did not 
hold that the detainees had a constitutional right to enter the United States.
 14. Sager, “Material Rights, Underenforcement, and the Adjudication Th esis,” 
in Symposium: Justice for Hedgehogs: A Conference on Ronald Dworkin’s Forthcoming 
Book (special issue), Boston University Law Review 90, no. 2 (April 2010) (hereafter 
BU): 579.
 15. Robert G. Bone is an exception. He off ers an illuminating account of the 
moral dimension of procedural issues (Bone, “Procedure, Participation, Rights,” 
BU: 1011). He discusses, among other topics, my article “Principle, Policy, Proce-
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dure,” in my book A Matter of Principle (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1985).
 16. “Edward Coke’s Reports,” in Th e Selected Writings of Sir Edward Coke, vol. 1 
(Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2003), 1– 520.
 17. See Jeff rey Jowell, “Immigration Wars,” Th e Guardian, March 2, 2004. See 
also comment on the idea by Lord Justice of Appeal Sir Stephen Sedley, “On the 
Move,” London Review of Books, October 8, 2009.
 18. See Ronald Dworkin, Freedom’s Law: Th e Moral Reading of the American Con-
stitution (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996).
 19. District of Columbia, et al., v. Dick Anthony Heller, 554 U.S. ____ (2008).
 20. Rasul v. Bush, 542 U.S. 466 (2004).
 21. Ibid. (Scalia dissenting).

Epilogue

 1. For an illuminating account of lives thought good, see Keith Th omas, Th e 
Ends of Life: Roads to Fulfi llment in Early Modern En gland (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2009), reviewed by Hilary Mantel, “Dreams and Duels of En gland,” New 
York Review of Books, October 22, 2009.
 2. “Foundations of Liberal Equality,” Th e Tanner Lectures on Human Values, vol. 
11 (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1990); Ronald Dworkin, Sovereign 
Virtue: Th e Th eory and Practice of Equality (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 2000), chapter 6, “Equality and the Good Life.”
 3. I explain this diffi  culty in more detail in Sovereign Virtue, chapter 6.
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concepts and, 7, 160– 161; moral in de pen-
dence of, 9; moral truth and, 23– 26; moral 
philosophy and, 109– 110; of responsibility, 
111– 113; confl icts in, 118– 120; truth and, 
173– 174; goal of living well and, 197; 
dignity and, 204, 217– 218, 255– 258; 
authenticity and, 213– 214; Kant’s principle 
and, 265; aid and, 273– 274; God and, 343

Value theory of interpretation, 130– 134, 141, 
177

Victims, number of, 280– 283
Virtue: responsibility as, 102– 103, 103– 104, 

210; truth and, 176; virtue theorists, 182; 
Plato and Aristotle, 184, 185– 188

Voting rights, 392– 393

Waldron, Jeremy, 386, 387, 483– 484n9
Watteau, Antoine, 133– 134

Wealth, 346– 347, 421– 422
Welfare. See General welfare
Well- being, 272– 273
Westphalian conception of sovereignty, 

333– 334
What We Owe to Each Other (Scanlon), 

269– 270
Whig historical interpretation, 138– 139, 

451n24
Wiggins, David, 441– 443n6, 456n19
Williams, Bernard: moral reasoning and, 

49– 50, 51, 467n14, 469n13; truth and, 173, 
174; thick and thin concepts and, 181, 182; 
capacity control and, 243– 244; po liti cal 
morality and, 350

Wilson, J. Dover, 139
Wittgenstein, Ludwig, 60, 124, 160
Wolf, Susan, 464n20
Worship, religious temperament and, 217
Wright, Crispin, 86, 172– 173, 455– 456n18
Wrongdoing, dignity and, 271– 272

Yeats, William Butler, 137– 138, 146

Zarathustra, 259
Zipursky, Benjamin, 455n17
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