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Introduction

We all believe that some actions are morally wrong. But when we
claim that an action is wrong, what kind of judgment are we making?
Judgments about right and wrong cannot be straightforwardly under-
stood as factual claims about the empirical world or about our own
psychology. Yet they do seem to make claims about some subject
matter, claims which are capable of being true or false. Moreover,
while certain kinds of experience can be important in putting us in a
position to make moral judgments, making these judgments them-
selves does not seem to be a matter of observation. Rather, we arrive at
the judgment that a certain kind of action would be wrong simply by
thinking about the question in the right way, sometimes through a
process of careful assessment that it is natural to call a kind of reason-
ing. But what kind of reasoning is it? Finally, the fact that a certain
action would be morally wrong seems to provide a powerful reason
not to do it, one that is, at least normally, decisive against any compet-
ing considerations. But it is not clear what this reason is. Why should
we give considerations of right and wrong, whatever they are, this kind
of priority over our other concerns and over other values? The aim of
this book is to answer these questions.

In one sense, the question of the subject matter of judgments of right
and wrong has an obvious answer: they are judgments about morality
or, more specifically, about what is morally right. Moral judgments
have the form of ordinary declarative sentences and obey the usual
laws of logic. Why not just take them at face value, as making claims
about what they say they are about? I believe that we should take these
judgments at face value, as making claims about their apparent subject
matter, right and wrong. But we also have reasons for wanting a fuller
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characterization of this subject matter. One possible reason arises
from a metaphysical concern. If judgments of right and wrong can be
said to be true or false, this must be because there is some realm of facts
that they are meant to describe, and to which they can correspond, or
fail to correspond. It might therefore seem that an adequate answer to
the question of subject matter should, first and foremost, make clear
what part of “the world” these judgments make claims about.

But this metaphysical question is not, for me at least, the primary is-
sue. What drives me to look for a characterization of the subject matter
of judgments of right and wrong that goes beyond the trivial one I men-
tioned above, is not a concern about the metaphysical reality of moral
facts. If we could characterize the method of reasoning through which
we arrive at judgments of right and wrong, and could explain why there
is good reason to give judgments arrived at in this way the kind of im-
portance that moral judgments are normally thought to have, then we
would, I believe, have given a sufficient answer to the question of the
subject matter of right and wrong as well. No interesting question
would remain about the ontology of morals—for example, about the
metaphysical status of moral facts.

This is because, in contrast to everyday empirical judgments,
scientific claims, and religious beliefs that involve claims about the
origin and control of the universe, the point of judgments of right and
wrong is not to make claims about what the spatiotemporal world is
like. The point of such judgments is, rather, a practical one: they make
claims about what we have reason to do. Metaphysical questions
about the subject matter of judgments of right and wrong are impor-
tant only if answers to them are required in order to show how these
judgments can have this practical significance. It may be said that we
need a metaphysical characterization of the subject matter of morality
in order to establish that moral judgments are about something “real,”
but it is worth asking what kind of reality is at issue and why it is
something we should be worried about.

One worry would be that there may be no right answer to questions
of right and wrong. This is a serious challenge, and it may seem that in
order to answer it we must provide a metaphysical account of the
subject matter of judgments of this kind. I believe that this is not what
is necessary, however. The question at issue is not a metaphysical one.
In order to show that questions of right and wrong have correct
answers, it is enough to show that we have good grounds for taking
certain conclusions that actions are right or are wrong to be correct,
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understood as conclusions about morality, and that we therefore have
good grounds for giving these conclusions the particular importance
that we normally attach to moral judgments.

A second interpretation of the charge that judgments of right and
wrong are not about anything “real” would take it as the claim that
they should not have this importance. This is a charge that any account
of the reason-giving force of judgments of right and wrong needs to
meet. But it is again not clear that an adequate response requires an
account of the metaphysical status of the subject matter of such judg-
ments, because it does not seem that the reason-giving force of facts
about right and wrong derives from their metaphysical status. This is
shown by the fact that it is not clear how an account of this status—for
example, one showing that judgments of right and wrong are about
some aspect of physical and psychological reality—would, simply in
virtue of the “reality” it would give to the subject matter of judgments
of right and wrong, bolster their reason-giving force.

The view I will defend takes judgments of right and wrong to be
claims about reasons—more specifically about the adequacy of rea-
sons for accepting or rejecting principles under certain conditions. It
might be objected that this is to explain right and wrong in terms of
something else—the idea of a reason—that is equally in need of philo-
sophical explanation. As I will argue in Chapter 1,1 do not believe that
we should regard the idea of a reason as mysterious, or as one that
needs, or can be given, a philosophical explanation in terms of some
other, more basic notion. In particular, the idea of a reason should not
be thought to present metaphysical or epistemological difficulties that
render it suspect. As long, therefore, as we have suitable ways of
determining whether there would or would not be good reasons for
rejecting a principle under the relevant circumstances, and as long as
we have reason to care about this result, a characterization of judg-
ments right and wrong in terms of such reasons provides a satisfactory
account of the subject matter of these judgments.

Thus, of the three questions about right and wrong with which I
began—the questions of subject matter, method of reasoning, and
reason-giving force—it is the second and especially the third which I
take to be of primary concern. Accordingly, I take the reason-giving
force of judgments of right and wrong as the starting point of my
inquiry. I begin by offering a characterization of the reason-giving
force of such judgments, and then take that characterization as the
basis for an account of their subject matter.



4 Introduction

When I ask myself what reason the fact that an action would be
wrong provides me with not to do it, my answer is that such an action
would be one that I could not justify to others on grounds I could
expect them to accept. This leads me to describe the subject matter of
judgments of right and wrong by saying that they are judgments about
what would be permitted by principles that could not reasonably be
rejected, by people who were moved to find principles for the general
regulation of behavior that others, similarly motivated, could not
reasonably reject. In particular, an act is wrong if and only if any
principle that permitted it would be one that could reasonably be
rejected by people with the motivation just described (or, equivalently,
if and only if it would be disallowed by any principle that such people
could not reasonably reject).

This description characterizes moral wrongness in a way that is
appropriate for our purposes. First, it bears the right relation to our
first-order moral beliefs. Those actions, such as wanton killings, that
strike us intuitively as obviously wrong are also clearly wrong accord-
ing to this account, since any principles that permitted these things
could reasonably be rejected. More generally, it is plausible to take our
intuitive judgments of right and wrong to be judgments about the
subject matter just described. But this description of the subject matter
of our judgments of right and wrong also has the appropriate degree of
independence from our current first-order beliefs, since it leaves open
the possibility that some of these beliefs are mistaken and that the
authority that we now attach to those beliefs in fact belongs to others
instead.

Second, this characterization describes wrongness in a way that
provides plausible answers to the philosophical questions I mentioned
at the outset. It describes judgments of right and wrong as judgments
about reasons and justification, judgments of a kind that can be correct
or incorrect and that we are capable of assessing through familiar
forms of thought that should not strike us as mysterious. In addition,
as I have just suggested and will argue at greater length in Chapter 4,
these judgments are ones that we have reason to care about and to give
great weight in deciding how to act and how to live.

Many people might agree that an act is wrong if and only if it could
not be justified to others on grounds that they could not reasonably
reject. But they might say that this is true only because what people
could or could not reasonably reject is determined by facts about what
is right or wrong in a deeper sense that is independent of any idea of
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reasonable rejection. So, for example, some acts are wrong because
they are acts of wanton killing or acts of deception, and because they
are wrong it would be reasonable to reject any principle permitting
them. But this last fact is to be explained in terms of the former ones,
not the other way around.

My view denies this. It holds that thinking about right and wrong is,
at the most basic level, thinking about what could be justified to others
on grounds that they, if appropriately motivated, could not reasonably
reject. On this view the idea of justifiability to others is taken to be
basic in two ways. First, it is by thinking about what could be justified
to others on grounds that they could not reasonably reject that we
determine the shape of more specific moral notions such as murder or
betrayal. Second, the idea that we have reason to avoid actions that
could not be justified in this way accounts for the distinctive normative
force of moral wrongness.

In the article in which I first presented this view, I referred to it as
“contractualism.”! I will continue to use this name, despite the fact
that it has certain disadvantages. There are a number of other views,
differing in various ways from the one I present, which are commonly
called contractualist.? In addition, ‘contract’ and its cognates seem to
many people to suggest a process of self-interested bargaining that is
foreign to my account. What distinguishes my view from other ac-
counts involving ideas of agreement is its conception of the motiva-
tional basis of this agreement. The parties whose agreement is in
question are assumed not merely to be seeking some kind of advantage
but also to be moved by the aim of finding principles that others,
similarly motivated, could not reasonably reject. The idea of a shared
willingness to modify our private demands in order to find a basis of
justification that others also have reason to accept is a central element
in the social contract tradition going back to Rousseau. One of the
main reasons for calling my view “contractualist” is to emphasize its
connection with this tradition.

The account of right and wrong presented in Part Il is likely to strike
many as a Kantian theory, and the idea that the rightness of an action
is determined by whether it would be allowed by principles that no one
would reasonably reject does have an obvious similarity to Kant’s
Categorical Imperative. In addition, my overall strategy resembles
Kant’s argument in the Groundwork in that it begins by characterizing
the distinctive reason-giving force of judgments of right and wrong
and takes this characterization as the key to understanding the content
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of these judgments and the kind of reasoning through which we arrive
at them. But my account of the reasons supporting our concern with
the rightness of our actions is very different from Kant’s. My strategy
is to describe these reasons in substantive terms that make clear why
we should find them compelling. While Kant sought to explain the
special authority of moral requirements by showing how they are
grounded in conditions of our rational agency, I try to explain the
distinctive importance and authority of the requirements of justifiabil-
ity to-others by showing how other aspects of our lives and our
relations with others involve this idea. The result is an account of right
and wrong that is, in Kant’s terms, avowedly heteronomous.

In “Contractualism and Utilitarianism,” I described my project as
an investigation of the nature of morality, and I identified, as the
motivational basis of my account, a desire to be able to justify one’s
actions to others on grounds that they could not reasonably reject. The
structure of this book reflects the fact that both of these claims now
seem to me to be mistaken.

The range of moral criticism, as most people understand it, is very
broad. Various forms of behavior, such as premarital sex, homosexu-
ality, idleness, and wastefulness, are often considered immoral even
when they do not harm other people or violate any duties to them.
Whether or not these forms of behavior are in fact open to serious
objection, what those who believe that they are immoral have in mind
is clearly not that they are wrong in the sense I described above. What
I have presented is thus most plausibly seen as an account not of
morality in this broad sense in which most people understand it, but
rather of a narrower domain of morality having to do with our duties
to other people, including such things as requirements to aid them, and
prohibitions against harming, killing, coercion, and deception. This
domain is the subject that has been most discussed (often under the
name “morality”) in contemporary moral philosophy. But while it is
an important part of morality, as generally understood, it is only a
part, not the whole.

It is not clear that this domain has a name. I have been referring to it
as “the morality of right and wrong,” and I will continue to use this
label. But ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ are also commonly used in a broader
sense, as when it is said that certain forms of sexual conduct or
conduct that leads to the destruction of animal species is wrong. The
part of morality that I have in mind is broader than justice, which has
to do particularly with social institutions. ‘Obligation’ also picks out a
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narrower field, mainly of requirements arising from specific actions or
undertakings. So I have taken the phrase “what we owe to each other”
as the name for this part of morality and as the title of this book, which
has this domain as its main topic. I believe that this part of morality
comprises a distinct subject matter, unified by a single manner of
reasoning and by a common motivational basis. By contrast, it is not
clear that morality in the broader sense is a single subject that has a
similar unity.

I originally identified the motivational basis of “what we owe to
each other” as a desire to act in a way that can be justified to others,
because I took the idea of a desire to be clearer and less controversial
than that of a reason. It seemed to me unproblematic (perhaps the least
problematic claim about reasons) to say that a person who has a desire
has a reason to do what will promote its fulfiliment. I was inclined to
believe that not all reasons are based on desires in this way, but
defending this more controversial thesis did not seem necessary for my
purpose, which was, primarily, to identify the reason-giving force that
considerations of right and wrong have for those of us who are moved
by them. I therefore characterized the source of this reason-giving
force as a desire to act in ways that can be justified to others, thinking
that I could leave aside such questions as what to say about those who
lacked this desire and whether the fact that an act was wrong would
give such people any reason to avoid it.

This strategy proved untenable, however. Many people pressed me
to say whether, on my view, a person who lacked this desire would
have any reason to avoid acting wrongly, and to explain how I would
account for the fact that lacking this desire is a particularly serious
fault. In addition, it became clear that the accounts I wanted to offer of
the structure of reasoning about right and wrong, and of the relation
between this part of morality and other values, were much more
naturally put in terms of reasons. It was very difficult, perhaps even
impossible, to present these accounts adequately within a conception
of practical reasoning that took it to be a matter of figuring out how to
fulfill various desires and how to balance these desires against one
another. This forced me to undertake a deeper examination of reasons
and rationality, which led to the conclusion that my initial assumption
about reasons and desires got things almost exactly backward. Desire
is not a clearer notion in terms of which the idea of having a reason
might be understood; rather, the notion of a desire, in order to play the
explanatory and justificatory roles commonly assigned to it, needs to
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be understood in terms of the idea of taking something to be a reason.
Nor do desires provide the most common kind of reasons for action;
rather, it is almost never the case that a person has a reason to do
something because it would satisfy a desire that he or she has. I argue
for these conclusions in Chapter 1, where I also set out the ideas of
rationality, irrationality, and reasonableness that are relied on in sub-
sequent chapters.

Chapters 2 and 3 take up the notions of value and well-being. It is
commonly supposed that value (or “the good”) and individual well-
being are notions that are independent of the part of morality that is
my main concern. They can thus provide grounds on which the re-
quirements that make up this part of morality can be justified, but they
also constitute a potential source of difficulty for it, since its require-
ments may conflict with the promotion of well-being and other forms
of value. To be valuable, or “good,” on this common view, is to be
something that is to be brought about or promoted. The things that are
valuable are thus states of affairs, or components of states of affairs,
and one of the main things that contribute to the value of a state of
affairs is the well-being of the individuals in it. Most other things are
valuable because of the contribution they make to individual well-
being. In Chapter 3 I argue that this common view of well-being as a
“master value” is mistaken, and I argue against the idea that there is a
single notion of well-being that should play a central role both in
individual decision-making and in the justification of moral principles.
Chapter 2 attacks the more general idea that to be valuable is to be “to
be promoted.” My argument proceeds by examining some of the
things that are generally held to be valuable, such as friendship and
intellectual and artistic accomplishment. Recognizing these things as
valuable does involve seeing some states of affairs as “to be pro-
moted,” but I argue that not all the reasons that are involved in
recognizing these values or most others are reasons to promote certain
states of affairs. In particular, I argue that to recognize human life as
valuable is, first and foremost, to see the reasons we have for treating
others in ways that accord with principles that they could not reason-
ably reject. This connects the sphere of value, or “the good,” with
“what we owe to each other” in a way that reduces the apparent
conflict between them.

Chapter 4 presents my account of the motivational basis of what we
owe to each other and shows how this account can explain the priority
and importance that moral considerations are generally thought to



