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A Normative Approach to Moral Realism
1. Introduction
The realist belief in robustly attitude-independent evaluative truths – more specifically, moral truths – is challenged by Sharon Street’s 2006 essay “A Darwinian Dilemma for Realist Theories of Value”.
  We know the content of human normative beliefs and attitudes has been profoundly influenced by a Darwinian natural selection process that favors adaptivity.  But if simple adaptivity can explain the content of our evaluative beliefs, any connection they might have with abstract moral truth would seem to be purely coincidental.  She continues the skeptical attack in “Objectivity and Truth:  You’d Better Rethink It”, concentrating on the intuitionist realism of Ronald Dworkin.
  The latter sees the issue fundamentally as a holistic choice between moral objectivity and the genocide-countenancing consequences of abandoning objective standards.  Street counters that, because of realism’s skeptical difficulties, Dworkin’s Choice (as I call it) actually works in favor of her Euthyphronic antirealism.  I will argue that she misrepresents the realist’s skeptical challenge, and that clarifying the character of that challenge renders the case for normative realism much more appealing.  Indeed, I claim that Street fails to exclude the genuine possibility of a rational basis for moral truth. 

The remainder of this essay is as follows.  Section 2 examines Street’s claim that a Darwinian account of human evaluative attitudes renders problematic the realists’ presumption to identify the normative content of their independent moral truths.  Her conception of the realists’ skeptical challenge is upended in Section 3:  in particular, there is no coincidence to explain.  Rather, the challenge is to account for why realism’s specific normative content, viz. other-regardingness, should be thought to have attitude-independent validity.  The intuitionist, holistic approach of Dworkin is examined in Section 4, and Dworkin’s and Street’s shared critique of the possibility of rational grounds for normative realism is assessed in Section 5.  The essay concludes in Section 6 with a sketch of a rational basis for robustly attitude-independent evaluative truth.

2. The Darwinian Dilemma and Other-Regardingness
Here is how Street sets out her Dilemma:

On the one hand, the realist may claim that there is no relation between evolutionary influences on our evaluative attitudes and independent evaluative truths.  But this claim leads to the implausible skeptical result that most of our evaluative judgments are off track due to the distorting pressure of Darwinian forces.  The realist’s other option is to claim that there is a relation between evolutionary influences and independent evaluative truths, namely that natural selection favored ancestors who were able to grasp those truths.  But this account, I argue, is unacceptable on scientific grounds.  (P. 109.)
The basic gist seems clear:  either the independent moral truths of the realists play a scientific role, or they don’t.  If they don’t, why expect the evolutionary process to have favored attitudes with that content?  But if they are supposed to play a scientific role, is not that niche preoccupied by Darwinian theory?

Hence, presumably the “relation” Street is concerned with is a scientific, causal relation, and the question is whether the realist’s independent evaluative truths – in particular those of the non-naturalist – play a causal role in the evolutionary process.  However, on this interpretation the question posed by her Dilemma is a no-brainer:  of course moral truths play no causal role!
  Truth is a semantic property, not a causal property.  Moral truths can no more affect empirical occurrences than the truth of “F = ma” can itself impact the course of events.  For while Newton’s Second Law of Motion lays out what is needed to explain certain kinds of empirical events (viz., those involving forces, masses and accelerations), as a necessary law it does not and cannot have contingent implications of its own.  And if even natural truths can be without contingent consequence, then surely non-naturalist moral truths can expect to do no better.  The idea that abstract, non-natural, normative truths might have causal powers seems ludicrous.  So why would anyone suppose moral truth to be pitted against evolutionary forces in a kind of Manichean tug-of-war?  For Street, the reasoning seems simple:  if moral truth is not ascribed such a causal role, realists cannot suppose they have any clue regarding the normative content of their supposed independent truths.  All they have on hand are the evaluative attitudes evolution has found adaptive.  So if the moral truth has had no influence on the process of evolution, why expect the content of our evolved attitudes to have anything to do with the moral truth?

This conclusion – that, given the nature of the evolutionary process, independent evaluative truths must be in effect unknowable – is crucial for Street’s antirealism; indeed, it appears to be the cornerstone of her case against normative realism.  But the response seems obvious:  realists indisputably do have an idea of the content of their independent normative truth!  For moral realism it’s a simple fact that the Darwinian process has favored in some respects the other-regarding attitudes that are commonly associated with “morality”.  For clearly there is specieswide human possession of such a concept of other-regardingness:
  a requirement to accord relevance to the concerns of others in addition to one’s own.
  So it’s important to note a systematic ambiguity in the notion of “attitude-independence”:  on the one hand, it can refer to the presumed objectivity of realist normativity, i.e. values that are right for everybody regardless of their own attitudes; on the other hand, it can refer to the content of realist normativity, i.e. other-regarding considerations essentially distinct from self-interest.  For realists, morality is attitude-independent in both senses, with the other-regarding normative content at least as important as the presumption of rightness-for-everybody.  As per Ronald Dworkin:  “we cannot regard the idea that morality is more than self-interest as a contestable hypothesis that we might consider dropping.  It is of the essence of morality.”
  And Street recognizes this, else why cite conspicuously other-regarding examples – “reciprocal altruism”, “kin selection”, etc. – as evidence of evolution’s influence on human evaluative attitudes (“Dilemma”, 115), or agree it’s a “conceptual truth” that there’s “moral objection” to child torture (“Rethink”, 32)?
Hence, it seems bizarre to conclude realists must be skeptical of that other-regarding content:  surely they know what they mean by “moral” normativity, however mistaken they may be as to its importance or existence.  And given that they can identify that particular evaluative content, then whether or not it’s among humanity’s evolved attitudes is a purely empirical matter.  Note that it’s not assumed that “moral truth” means the same as “value influenced by evolution”.  On the realist’s view it’s neither a foregone conclusion nor a puzzling coincidence that humans have evolved other-regarding values:  it’s a matter of fact.  Humans have evolved other-regarding values, to the extent they have, because those values have contributed to fitness.
  It’s also a matter of fact, and not coincidental, that some evolved human attitudes are not so other-regarding, but instead favor things like ingroup/outgroup discrimination, selfishness, cheating, nepotism and so forth (as Street recognizes; “Dilemma”, 133).  Indeed, because evolved normative tendencies run the gamut from altruism through fairness to selfishness, it’s hard to see how moral truth – whatever it might be! – could fail to line up with some evolved human evaluative trait. 

From Street’s point of view, however, the problem for the realist is that, if indeed evolutionary forces are in no way responsive to moral truth, there is no guarantee that the realist’s other-regardingness is the same as what is actually right for everybody.  That is to say, if by the “robustly independent moral truth” the realist wants to identify a particular normativity, viz. other-regardingness, then he can no longer presume that “moral truth” in that sense identifies what is right irrespective of anybody’s attitudes.  On the other hand, if the realist wants to reserve “moral truth” for an independent normativity that holds for everybody, then he can no longer presume it involves other-regardingness.  Moral truth in the rightness-for-everybody sense might have any conceivable normative content – so why identify it with something that accidentally happened to be somewhat adaptive in the circumstances underlying human evolution?  Street concludes:

Of course it’s possible that as a matter of sheer chance, some large portion of our evaluative judgments ended up true, due to a happy coincidence between the realist’s independent evaluative truths and the evaluative directions in which natural selection tended to push us, but this would require a fluke of luck that’s not only extremely unlikely, in view of the huge universe of logically possible evaluative judgments and truths, but also astoundingly convenient to the realist.  Barring such a coincidence, the only conclusion remaining is that many or most of our evaluative judgments are off track.  (P. 122.)

I believe Street is spot on in concluding that normative realism faces a serious skeptical challenge, but I also think she seriously mischaracterizes that problem.  Consequently, it is necessary first to see what the realist’s skeptical challenge isn’t before we can address what it is.

3. Unskewing the Realist’s Skeptical Challenge

Street skews the epistemic problems that confront normative realists in three somewhat overlapping ways:  (1) she fails to recognize that the indifference of causal and moral properties works both ways, (2) she exaggerates the odds against realists’ identifying the nature of moral truth, and (3) she overlooks the possibility that moral truth’s attitude-independence might be a consequence of its other-regarding substance.  Correcting for these biases significantly alters the character of the realist’s skeptical challenge.
First, Street seems to interpret the indifference of evolutionary forces to moral truth as determinate antagonism.  She argues that “our system of evaluative judgments is saturated with evolutionary influence”; therefore if there is “no relation” between “the forces of natural selection” and “the content of our evaluative judgments”, then the effect of those forces must be “purely distorting” (p. 121).  But to assume evolution either favors or disfavors moral truth is to assume the absurdity that purely semantic properties can interact with the purely causal process of natural selection.  Evolutionary forces are concerned only with the fitness of traits – e.g. the trait of other-regarding normativity – regardless of any purported moral status they might have.  Causal forces no more disadvantage moral characteristics than they advantage them:  they are indifferent!  The extent to which the process of natural selection has found other-regarding normativity adaptive is a contingent, empirical matter; the evidence is that it variously has.
  Whether other-regarding normativity is morally right has, and could have, nothing to do with that process.  Moral truth and evolution are not Manichean opposites. 
Street seems to believe the mere fact that evaluative judgements are caused provides pro tanto grounds for questioning their truth; she claims there is a “severe and irreconcilable tension between the practical and the theoretical points of view on ourselves – between our understanding of our normative judgments as true and our understanding of them as things with scientifically discoverable causal origins.” (“Rethink”, 2, 10‑11).  So, notwithstanding her “Darwinian Dilemma”, the problem has nothing essentially to do with evolution:  “Ultimately the fact that there are any good scientific explanations of our evaluative judgments is a problem for the realist about value.”  (“Dilemma”, 155.)  However, while causation as such is not justification, neither is it disqualification.  To say that a judgement could have been caused to come out otherwise is just to suggest that it could have been mistaken:  but that’s not grounds for supposing it is mistaken.  So the mere fact that natural selection has significantly influenced human evaluative attitudes and beliefs militates neither for nor against their moral truth.  Evolutionary science and morality don’t represent “irreconcilable” perspectives – they are mutually oblivious concerns!

Second, Street knowingly overstates the likelihood that the realist is mistaken vis-à-vis the identification of the normativity of rightness.  Her above representation of that likelihood ranges from “happy coincidence” through “fluke of luck” to “extremely unlikely”.  But are there really “countless ways” (“Rethink”, 10) for the realist to get the normativity of moral truth wrong?  Is the chance of other-regardingness being right actually only one out of countless+one?  A little reflection suggests circumstances may not be quite that dire.  Suppose your spouse says, “The lawn needs mowing; can you get to it tomorrow?”  And you reply, “I’ve got the time, but there are countless other things I could also be doing – for example, taking in a movie, driving to Las Vegas, reading a good book, playing poker with Bob, whitewater rafting in Colorado, napping, taking in a Farsi language class, and so on and on.  So frankly, my dear, it’s in all likelihood hopeless to expect me to mow the lawn tomorrow.”  As this little domestic tale illustrates, likelihood is not always a simple matter of enumerating alternatives; and even when it is, you’d better make sure you enumerate them appropriately.  For there aren’t just countless ways of getting the normative truth wrong, there are also countless ways of getting it right – countless “ideally consistent evaluative outlooks” (“Rethink”, 19) that are in accord with the realist’s other-regarding conception.  A saint for every psychopath.  Indeed, the realist is really only interested in two possibilities:  (a) the other-regarding conception of rightness is basically correct, or (b) the other-regarding conception is basically incorrect.  On strictly a priori grounds, therefore, we can assign odds of fifty-fifty to those respective options.

The intriguing thing is that Street is quite aware of this qualification, notwithstanding the usual thrust of her argument.  The depth of the realist’s skeptical difficulties is crucial to her view; she argues their situation is literally hopeless:  “incompatible with going forward as a practical reasoner at all” (“Rethink”, 35; my emphasis.)  But in a footnote she admits
Mightn’t there be infinite numbers of both true and false internally consistent evaluative systems?  Could they be different kinds of infinity?  And so on.  After a point, however, this kind of question is a distraction.  The fundamental problem for realism isn’t the precise odds of winning the normative lottery; the fundamental problem for realism is that it puts us in the position of having to think this way in the first place.  (“Rethink”, 21, note 29.)
Street is correct in claiming that this admission does not solve the fundamental problem for realism – but “the precise odds” sure can change the character of that problem!  It is one thing to suppose one is literally incapable of practical reasoning; it is another thing altogether to accept an even chance of being wrong.  There is no reflective person who has not at some time doubted the cogency of his or her ethical judgements, either singly or en masse.  Ecce homo.  What alternative is there to such uncertainty?  Aye, as we’ll see, there’s the rub.  

Third, and most importantly, Street has the skeptical challenge upside down.  She supposes that the realist, having opted for evaluative attitude-independence, is confronted with grave uncertainty as to what normativity possesses that unqualified rightness:  “Normative realism has become a strange form of religion – a religion stripped clean of everything except the bare conviction that there are independent normative truths that one is capable of recognizing” (“Rethink”, 23).  But ultimately it’s not the realism that comes first, with the particular normativity to be settled later if at all.  Rather, for realism – at least as I argue the case – it’s the normativity that comes first, in the form of a perception of things so inherently wrong that their wrongness overrides considerations of self-interest.  Realists aren’t supposing a “happy coincidence” when they believe the independent evaluative truth lines up with certain of their evolved normative beliefs.  For it is only in virtue of the normative character of those beliefs that realists presume they must be attitude-independently true.  Street has, as it were, grabbed the wrong end of the stick.
  

Ronald Dworkin provides an illuminating instance of evaluative realism in “Objectivity and Truth:  You’d Better Believe It”.
   Not only is his essay the target of Street’s reply in “Objectivity and Truth:  You’d Better Rethink It”, but it’s a heartfelt and articulate defense of non-naturalist normative realism in its own right.  Dworkin calls his realist normative position the “face value” view:

That is the view you and I and most other people have.  We think that genocide in Bosnia is wrong, immoral, wicked, odious.  We also think that these opinions are true – we might be sufficiently confident, in this case at least, as to say that we know they are true – and that people who disagree are making a bad mistake.  We think, moreover, that our opinions are not just subjective reactions to the idea of genocide, but opinions about its actual moral character.  We think, in other words, that it is an objective matter – a matter of how things really are – that genocide is wrong.  (P. 92.)
For Dworkin, then, the kind of wrongness that genocide has is objective; nor of course is genocide alone in exemplifying that kind of obvious wrongness.  Other instances Dworkin provides are terrorism, racial discrimination and clitoridectomy (p. 93); slavery (p. 110); and “torturing a young child, just for fun, in front of its captive mother” (p. 118).  In “Believe” Dworkin describes his “face value” abhorrence of such things as “old-fashioned, full-blooded, shameless morality” (p. 127), but apart from being distinct from self-interest (pp. 124-127) he does not appear to provide a general characterization of its normativity.  However, it is conspicuous that all the above examples involve a blatant disregard of another person’s attitudes and interests.  Consequently, at the core of Dworkin’s normative realism would appear to be an unqualified requirement to take into account the values of others – which is to say, a requirement for an other-regarding concern that overrides personal interests.  In other words, evident other-disregard has an inherent wrongness, a wrongness irrespective of one’s own attitudes.  So, as Dworkin’s case illustrates, “attitude-independence” in the sense of being right for everybody follows from “attitude-independence” in the sense of having other-regarding content – because the wrongness of evident disrespect for the values of others intrinsically transcends merely personal opinions.  

And it is noteworthy that many of the properties traditionally associated with “morality” automatically fall out from the supposition of inherent wrongness in baldly disregarding the interests of others.  The conversely inherent rightness of not disregarding others makes it distinct from and override any attitudes of self-interest.  Because it is thus independent from everybody’s attitudes, that rightness is attitude-independent.  Insofar as it is equally independent from everybody’s attitudes, it treats everybody as equal.
  Because it is unqualified with respect to those to whom it applies, it is universal and necessary.  In short, given its inherent rightness, the normative requirement to have regard for the interests of others is, as Dworkin would have it, objective.  

But this is where the skeptical challenge finally comes home to roost for the normative realist.  Suppose that evolution has indeed given humankind a concept of moral value distinct from self-interest, and that most persons, in a polymorphically varying way, see something inherently wrong in the blatant disregard of someone else’s interests.  The question then becomes:  Why should anyone who in fact doesn’t perceive the inherent wrongness of e.g. genocide be bound by the perception of someone who claims that insight?  For clearly there are persons – like Street’s “ideally coherent Caligula” who delights in child torture (“Rethink”, 3) – who do not see anything wrong with severely disaccommodating others.  Consequently, at least as exemplified by Dworkin, the challenge confronting the evaluative realist is not one of determining which conceivable normativity is right for everybody; rather, it is one of showing why the realist’s particular normative concern – viz., other-regardingness – should be right even for those who fail to see its relevance.  It isn’t an “incredible coincidence” (“Dilemma”, 125) that the normative content of the independent evaluative truth happens to match our evolved other-regarding attitudes:  for it is precisely those other-regarding attitudes that posit an attitude-independent truth.  Instead of rightness-for-everybody being given and its specific normativity being in question, as Street imagines the situation for the realist, the other-regarding normativity is given and whether it is rightness-for-everybody is in question.

4.  Intuitionism and Dworkin’s Choice
Albeit askew, Street’s skeptical attack nonetheless exposes a fundamental vulnerability in the realist approach.  How can you suppose morality is real, and really true, if you cannot back that up with some account?:  if you cannot explain how or wherein moral value exists, and – crucially! – if you cannot explain how those independent moral truths are validated?
  So:  what avenues are available for evaluative realism to show that its requirement of other-regardingness – the presumption its inherent rightness – applies to everyone, irrespective of their own attitudes?  As far as I can tell, there are but three paths forward.  First, a naturalist approach to normative realism could offer empirical grounds for the inherent rightness of regard for the concerns of others.  I include this only for completeness; I see normative terms as essentially choice- and action-guiding, as opposed to circumstance- and fact-giving, and consequently find naturalistic approaches to morality intrinsically at cross-purposes with themselves.  Second, the realist could provide a rational basis for other-regardingness:  something that would justify the application of that standard of right and wrong to everyone.  Of course, rational considerations may not persuade each and every individual of their legitimacy.  It is up to each person to decide when and how they want to be rational:  you can lead a fool to culture, but you can’t make him think.  But, just as with mathematical and logical claims, a rational basis for morality would justify assessing rightness and wrongness independently of what anyone might happen to believe or desire.  Or third, even in the absence of an empirical or rational basis the realist could still appeal to persons’ intuition.  Surely, on the whole, most persons will find the wrongness of things like genocide, slavery, and recreational kid-torture to be obvious and indisputable.  Further argument is seemingly no more needed to bolster that obviousness than is needed to demonstrate the sweetness of honey or the discomfort of pain.
Dworkin also rejects naturalism, and he rejects rationalism as well:  he argues that morality neither wants nor needs a rational basis.  Indeed, he thinks the idea one might be required to be fundamentally confused; he describes as “bad metaphysics” the notion that “there is something by way of foundation that, if only morality had it, would make it more secure” (p. 127).  We will get to the details of this concern in the next section, but for the moment the salient fact is that he rests his defense of moral realism on intuitionist, holistic grounds,  the crux of which is “which strikes us, after reflection and due thought, as more plausible” (p. 135).  Consequently, he believes the case against antirealism comes down to what I am calling “Dworkin’s Choice”:

Let us accept, for the sake of argument, that we are forced to choose between the following two propositions.  (1) Human beings have a special though sometimes fallible faculty of judgment that enables us to decide which moral claims to accept or reject, a capacity whose malfunctioning may sometimes result only in moral misjudgment with no spillover impairment of other cognitive activity.  (2) There is no moral objection to exterminating an ethnic group or enslaving a race or torturing a young child, just for fun, in front of its captive mother.  Which should we abandon?  (Pp. 117-118.)
Street is happy to endorse Dworkin’s holistic approach, but argues that his options need to be recast.

The real choice, as I see it, is between the following two propositions:  (1') I am in all likelihood hopeless at grasping the normative truth; and (2') Some conceivable agents have reason to exterminate an ethnic group or enslave a race or torture a young child for fun in front of its captive mother, but most real life human beings have no such reasons, and if we ever encounter any who do, then we (you and I and the vast majority of human beings) have reason to band together against them, lock them up, and throw away the key.  (“Rethink”, 32.)
As we have seen, her “in all likelihood hopeless” clause is spurious and can be stripped away; Dworkin is warranted in taking other-regarding normativity as given.  Then the first option in both versions simply recognizes that intuitionist realism offers no basis beyond “obviousness” for accepting the unqualified rightness of other-regardingness.  The second represents Street’s antirealistic, “Euthyphronic” alternative, namely that things are valuable only insofar as people actually value them, and not in virtue of any robustly independent normative considerations.  

Consequently, I submit Dworkin’s Choice fundamentally boils down to these options:

(1*) Rightness is universal and other-regarding, but there’s no objective proof of that.  (2*) Rightness is individual and is whatever an individual reflectively thinks it is, including the ideally coherent Caligula who delights in child torture.

Frankly, it’s hard for me to imagine someone preferring (2*):  the idea that mere uncertainty about the epistemological underpinnings of other-regarding normativity might trump the intrinsic loathsomeness of infant-impalement sports kind of boggles the mind.  But of course that’s not to the point; to the point, rather, is the fact that even this version of Dworkin’s Choice has regrettable consequences for normative realism.  For there will be people who prefer (2*) to (1*), regardless of how anyone else may feel about that fact, and for them intuitionist realism has no good reply.

You're right from your side
I'm right from mine
We're both just one too many mornings
An' a thousand miles behind

–  Bob Dylan, One Too Many Mornings

Of course, there still is want for a better reply.  Taking up torches and pitchforks and storming Caligula’s castle seems a singularly unfortunate paradigm for normative conflict resolution.  But since naturalism and intuitionism are out, that leaves only rationalism.  Before looking for a reason-based solution to the realist’s difficulties, however, we need to see why both Street and Dworkin believe no such solution is forthcoming.

5. Rationality vs. Illegitimate Influence

Dworkin’s intuitionism derives from his belief that it’s impossible to draw a bright line separating normative claims from non-normative (e.g. meta-ethical) claims.  Anyone attempting to establish some independent standard by which to judge the verity of their evaluative attitudes will simply assume another evaluative stance.  In other words, you cannot really get external to your normative perspectives:  “We cannot climb outside of morality to judge it from some external archimedean tribunal, any more than we can climb out of reason itself to test it from above” (“Believe”, 128).

Street expands upon Dworkin’s thought:

In rational reflection, one does not stand completely apart from one’s starting fund of evaluative judgments:  rather, one uses them, reasons in terms of them, holds some of them up for examination in light of others.  …[W]e can test our evaluative judgments only by testing their consistency with our other evaluative judgments, combined of course with judgments about the (nonevaluative) facts.  Thus, if the fund of evaluative judgments with which human reflection began was thoroughly contaminated with illegitimate influence … then the tools of rational reflection were equally contaminated, for the latter are always just a subset of the former.  (“Dilemma”, 124.)
But, as we have seen, this overstates the case:  the influence of evolution on human normative attitudes is neither “illegitimate” nor “legitimate” – it’s indifferent.  A nonrational influence is not an antirational influence.  It is ridiculous to suppose that Darwinian processes somehow single out which evaluative attributes are moral and specifically “contaminate” them in some way:  Street knows as well as anyone that “tracking relations” of this kind are untenable.  Evolution neither favors nor disfavors moral truths and properties; it simply ignores them; it is concerned only with adaptivity and fitness.  So rationality need not beat helplessly against a tide of illegitimate influence.  In addition, there is a hint here of a conflation between “attitude-independence” as a characterization of the content of attitudes that posit objective standards, and “attitude-independence” as some kind of escape from the constraint of having to have attitudes in the first place.  That is, Street sometimes seems to view the realist’s requirement of attitude-independence as a misguided effort to transcend the reality of their own empirical, phenomenological selves.  But of course the attitude-independence or mind-independence that normative realism ascribes to objective evaluative standards does not require realists to literally go out of their minds to grasp it.

Therefore, the pursuit of moral rationality need not entail a vain quest to escape the distorting influence of Darwinian forces.  What a rational basis for morality does require can be gleaned from the paradigms of rational truth, viz. mathematics and logic.
  For example, irrespective of one’s opinion of the kind of truth accorded to arithmetic statements or of the ontological status of numbers (see “Rethink”, 24 note 33; cf. Field 1989, 1-30), it cannot be denied that the axioms and rules of inference of arithmetic provide an attitude-independent means of determining what is or is not a theorem, i.e. which arithmetic statements are or are not true.  You can aver “2+2=5” as fervently as you wish; you can make its denial punishable by death, should you have the power or authority to do so.  Doesn’t matter – the falsity of “2+2=5” is logically independent of whatever beliefs and attitudes you may have.  And as this counterexample shows, pace Dworkin, it’s not impossible to draw a bright line around the statements whose truth can be determined by a particular rational means.
  

Regardless of the ontological or epistemological status accorded domains like logic and math, it would be no small accomplishment for moral concerns to acquire the same rational status.  It would make concrete the claim that moral values are robustly attitude-independent.  It would provide a reason for believing that other-regarding normativity is right for everyone, regardless of their attitudes.  And it would suggest that Darwinian evolution has been able to foster the notion of an other-regarding normativity distinct from self-interest because there is such a normativity, and because its grasp and recognition is (variously) beneficial.
  Finally, it would decisively debunk Street’s argument that normative realism inevitably founders on rocks of skepticism and ignorance.  A rational foundation for moral truth would show how other-regarding evaluative claims attain universal validity, and explain why reports of merely personal attitudes are never dispositive as such.  

6. A Purely Reasonable Basis for Moral Truth
But, of course, all of that is predicated on the positive likelihood of a rational foundation for morality.  There are a variety of alternative approaches to moral rationality:  consequentialism, deontology, game and choice theory, etc.  Given the general respect if not concurrance accorded Immanuel Kant’s moral views in particular, there appears little further need to defend the basic intelligibility of such an approach.  However, as to the exact rational basis for morality and its precise normative content, there seems not much more agreement inside the kingdom of Kant than there is outside, and there is plenty disagreement outside.  So it may seem Pollyannaish to expect greater consensus regarding morality’s rationality in the next couple of centuries than has been attained in the 230 years since the publication of the Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten (Kant 1785).
Consequently, the challenge of Dworkin’s Choice remains:  Is the prospect of rationally-based normative value attractive enough to supercede simply accepting, and dealing practically with, the values people possess as a matter of fact?  I think there are appealing reasons for being optimistic with regard to the former.  If the forces of Darwinian evolution have actually fostered an other-regarding, self-interest distinct, rational conception of moral rightness in humans, one would expect claims of supposedly self-evident moral truths.  And indeed there is a singular example, a normative truism that has cropped up in one form or another in pretty much every religion and culture throughout human history (Blackburn 2003, 101):  namely, the Golden Rule.  A familiar Christian formulation is particularly perspicuous for my purposes:  “Do unto others as you would have others do unto you.”

If pure reason, with no admixture of “illegitimate influence”, were to exercise any constraint on practical reasoning as such it could only be this:  you have to have reasons!  Normative rationality is simply the need to provide a rationale for any exceptions made in what one takes to be the right thing to do.  This requirement is echoed in Leibniz’s Principle of Sufficient Reason:  succinctly, “No difference without a difference.”  Pure reason is purely the need to provide reasons insofar as you want to be reasonable.  In that light, the Golden Rule is simply requiring that – in the absence of any reason for supposing otherwise – any “doing unto” be indifferent with respect to untoer and untoee.  That is, the rationality must lie in the doing, regardless of the doer.  Consequently, any rational reason for choice has to be unqualified with respect to for whom it is a reason;
 it must be, in that precise sense, “attitude-independent”.  Why?  Because any presumed qualification with regard to those for whom it was a reason would be literally unreasonable! – it would assume a difference for which no reason had been given.  So when you choose and act, you must choose and act a la anyone in that situation – at least, insofar as you want to be rational.  To be rational is thus to forego any special exemption for oneself.  To be rational tout court a reason has to be unqualified – it has to be for anybody.  And is it entirely surprising that an “uncontaminated” insistence purely on reasonableness has led straight from the Golden Rule to Kant’s Categorical Imperative?  To wit (Kingdom of Ends formulation):  “so act as if your maxim were to serve at the same time as a universal law (of all rational beings)”.
  Nor is it much of a stretch to construe John Rawls’ “veil of ignorance in the original condition”, as well as Thomas Scanlon’s “terms no one could reasonably reject”, as measures also aimed at cleansing reasons of attitude-dependence:  i.e., as designed to eliminate any arbitrarily personal exemptions.
  Surely it’s not a puzzling coincidence – no mere piece of luck! – that diverse efforts at capturing the essence of moral rightness all arrive at pretty much the same place:  namely, for a reason to be fully reasonable it must be a reason for anybody.
  Thus, there would appear to be purely rational grounds for a wide-spread if not  near-universal conception of morality’s fundamental normative substance.
The preceding is just a sketch of a rational approach to morality, of course, and without rigorous development it remains no more than that.  But it does suggest a more biting version of Dworkin’s Choice.  For the sake of argument, suppose you are forced to select between the following two alternatives:

(1!) There are plausible rational grounds for an other-regarding morality, one that accords relevance to the interests even of young children, though there is indeterminate consensus as to its exact foundation and normative consequences.  (2!) There is no rational objection to a psychopath’s torturing young children just for fun, if that’s what he or she really delights in.  

Which side are you on?
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� Street (2006); henceforth “Dilemma”; page references are to this text if not noted otherwise.  Of course, she has not been alone in advocating genealogical debunking arguments; see also e.g. Harman (1977), Ruse and Wilson (1986), Joyce (2006) and Kitcher (2006).


� Street (2010), henceforth “Rethink”, is a detailed response to Dworkin’s 1996 essay “Objectivity and Truth:  You’d Better Believe It”; more on this below.  


� Taking the first horn of Street’s Dilemma has the tactical advantage of side-stepping any wrangling over “causal powers”, particularly with respect to non-naturalism; but let me make two points.  First, the adaptivity of a particular normative attitude would appear to be completely independent of metatheory about the nature of normativity.  If e.g. “X is wrong” is an adaptive attitude, then presumably the fitness comes from not doing X regardless of whether wrongness is non-natural.  Second, the issue vis-à-vis realism is the adaptivity of attitude-independent normativity; and, irrespective of metatheoretical issues, it seems undeniable that humans have evolved to possess a concept of moral value essentially distinct from self-interest (see below).  If such an explicitly attitude-independent concern is no less fitness-apt than concerns regarding physical threats in one’s “manifest environment”, then of what further relevance are causal powers (see 130-131; cf. “Rethink”, 24-28)?


� Cf. Ruse and Wilson (1986, 178):  “Human beings, all human beings, have a sense of right and wrong”.  However, possession of the concept of morality seems, alas, compatible with according it no relevance.


� “Other-regarding”, in the sense used here, supposes concern for the interests and attitudes of others but does not suppose that excludes concern for oneself.


� Dworkin (1986, 124).  Dworkin’s essay will be a foil for Street’s antirealism in the later sections.


� This is an over-simplification, of course.  Adaptivity is not the only factor affecting evolution; other factors – genetic drift, inborn traits, spandrels, etc. – can contribute to evolutionary heritage.  Still, the specieswide presence of a normative trait is pro tanto evidence of fitness.


� Most interesting in this respect is evidence of an evolved concern for fairness even in lower animals, e.g. Capuchin monkeys (see de Waal 2006).


� That moral properties are irrelevant to causal processes should now be evident, but might not causal properties play a role in moral judgements, e.g. when instrumentally choosing X because X causes Y and Y is right?  But the claim of irrelevance is not to deny the importance of causal relations in the content of deliberation.  Rather, it denies the intrinsic relevance of the causality underlying the ability to deliberate:  whether proximate neural events or distal evolutionary processes.  When you make a move in chess, for example, the neurochemical events in your brain, and the evolutionary processes that led to them, are both as such completely irrelevant to the cogency of your move.  Indeed, most likely you have absolutely no idea what they might be. 


� Of course, the likelihood in this case is actually the likelihood of there being a compelling basis for other-regarding morality, something that has nothing to do with how one might enumerate alternative evaluative outlooks.


� How then has Street persuaded so many realists – including Copp (2008), Enoch (2010) and Shafer-Landau (2012), as well as an earlier incarnation of myself – to also grasp the mooky end of the stick?  Due credit must be given to the ingenuity of her argument, starting with the innocent-seeming observation that the notion of independent moral truth need not entail any particular normative content, then continuing with the suggestion that the causal origin of the content we commonly attribute to morality – viz. other-regardingness – renders that normativity questionable (as if everything weren’t caused).  But once it has been allowed that other-regardingness pro tanto begs the question, it says here, the realist has unwittingly abandoned the real reason for being a realist.


� Dworkin (1996); henceforth “Believe”; Dworkin page references in the text are to this article.


� To be sure, this form of equality may appear to fall short of a more robust requirement for fairness, i.e. everyone’s interests being ceteris paribus equal.  But the case against Street’s antirealism only requires showing that some regard must be given to the interests of others, irrespective of one’s own attitudes; how much regard is a separate issue.


� Street:  “… I’m merely assuming that there must be an epistemology, and that’s what the non-naturalist normative realist has so far utterly failed to provide.”  (“Rethink”, 29).


� Richard Joyce (2013) argues there’s a big difference between math and morality:  “Perhaps humans have an evolved faculty for doing simple arithmetic; yet the only plausible account of why it might have been beneficial to our ancestors to have these beliefs (like 3+1=4) is that they are true.  When fleeing four lions and seeing three quit the chase, having a false belief about whether there are any lions left is likely to be harmful.  As we have seen, however, the corresponding supposition is doubtful in the moral case:  Moral judgments might fulfill their adaptational function (e.g., motivating cooperation) even if such judgments are false.”  But Joyce has fallen victim to a conflation of semantic and causal properties.  Whether a mathematical belief is adaptive is completely independent of whether it is true; we humans seem to have evolved all sorts of innumerate arithmetic beliefs in addition to those that can be inferred from Peano’s Axioms.   The difference is that arithmetic has the ability to be certain of truth, hence the general adaptivity of true mathematical belief allows a somewhat reliable inference of belief-fitness from belief-truth.  In morality, on the contrary, there is (as yet) no equivalent consensual means of determining truth, so it would be strange indeed to argue that a normative belief is (likely to be) adaptive because it is morally true.  (Of course, there is always:  “This has to work – because it’s the right thing to do!”  Good luck with that.)  Still, the arithmetic truth of a belief is a semantic, formal property:  as such it has nothing to do, could have nothing to do, with its causal (i.e., adaptive) properties.


� Of course, this is not to imply that finitary arithmetic is decidable.  Gödel numbering? – just don’t do it!


� It is argued – e.g. by Ruse and Wilson (1986) and Kitcher (2006) – that moral claims don’t need to be true to be socially useful, but of course it’s also possible (as I am suggesting) that they are socially useful (at least in part) because they can be grasped as truths.


� Street finds the nub of her antirealism, more or less, in the contrary requirement that a reason always specify the individual for whom it holds:  “The antirealist will insist that at least when we’re being careful and not leaving things implicit, we must always specify for whom a given consideration is or is not a reason; there is no such thing as something’s being a reason or not full stop” (“Rethink”, 33).  But such reasons are inherently irrational in that no reason is provided for why “for whom” should make a difference.  The view I am describing is constructivist in this modest respect:  one can create reasons that are attitude-independent, reasons that are reasons for anybody, reasons that are rational through and through – but only by abandoning the “for whom” exemption.  Without such reasons, of course, there is little sense to the notion of justifying oneself to others.


� Kant (1785, 4/438).  Kant is aware of the similarity, of course, and takes pains to distinguish his Categorical Imperative from material interpretations of the Golden Rule that understand it e.g. to imply:  “Whatever I am willing to have others do unto me, I may do unto others”; see Kant (1785, 4/430).  The “reasonable” interpretation I am suggesting, on the contrary, is purely formal in a way Kant would presumably approve.  Any qualification with respect to for whom a reason applies must be spelled out and not taken as given.  In other words:  X is a reason for A to Y iff X is a reason for anybody having W to do Y and A has W (which reduces to “X is a reason for anybody to Y”, or simply “X is a reason to Y”, when W is e.g. self-identity).


� See e.g. Rawls (2001) and Scanlon (1998).  In (2008) and (2010) Street portrays them as fellow constructivists committed to attitude-dependency, and not (as here) aspirational realists trying to free reasons from that dependency.  


� Putting aside issues of prescriptivity, this is more or less Hare (1965)’s requirement of universalizability.  In terms of normative substance, there is nothing new here – that’s the point!
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