
 

Chapter  12

Moral  Functionalism

Frank  Jackson  and  Philip  Pettit

1. Moral Functionalism: The Basic Idea 
and a Reason to Believe It

Moral functionalism is a thesis about the meanings of moral terms, originally inspired 
by analytical functionalism about mental state terms. According to analytical function-
alism, terms for mental states get their meanings from their roles in a theory, the theory 
known as folk psychology. According to moral functionalism, ethical terms get their 
meanings from their roles in a theory, a theory we might call folk morality (see, e.g., 
Jackson 1992 and Jackson and Pettit 1995). “Is morally right,” for example, is true of X just 
if X has the property that plays the “is morally right” role in folk morality. We spell out 
what this comes to shortly.

Folk morality has a tripartite structure. It has input clauses, clauses that go from 
matters described in nonmoral terms to matters described in moral terms; they concern 
what kinds of actions, motivations, policies, etc., are morally right and wrong, and what 
kinds of results are morally good and bad. Killing is typically wrong. In7icting su8ering 
is bad. Telling the truth is very o9en what ought to be done. Folk morality also has in-
ternal role clauses, clauses concerning the interconnections between matters described 
in moral terms. Illustrations are inevitably controversial, but many :nd plausible a 
clause like: what is morally best out of the options available to an agent settles what the 
agent ought to do, the morally right action for the agent. Others object that agents are 
not always obliged to do what is best— the objectors o9en have in mind cases where 
what is best is very demanding. However, although they are objecting to the example 
just given, they aren’t objecting to the very existence of internal role clauses. For ex-
ample, our objectors likely allow that what is best is always morally permissible. Finally, 
there are the output clauses of folk morality. ;ey concern the connections between 
what agents believe about what they ought or ought not to do and what’s good and bad, 
on the one hand, and what they in fact do, on the other. A simple example is: agents who 
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believe that they ought to cease eating meat tend to become vegetarians. Some insist that 
there is some kind of conceptual connection between believing that something is what 
one ought to do and being at least inclined to do it. Others maintain that all that’s true is 
that o9en (and maybe not o9en enough) agents tend to do what they believe they ought 
to do.1

We take it as obvious that there is such a thing as folk morality. It isn’t controversial that 
people have beliefs about what kinds of actions are right and which are wrong, about how 
to reason using ethical terms and concepts, and about the in7uence of a person’s moral 
opinions on their behavior. What’s contentious are the details. ;e illustrations of input, 
internal role and output clauses given above are sketches, subject to one or another quali:-
cation by one or another theorist, but the picture in the broad is not. But why think, as moral 
functionalism maintains, that folk morality— or some suitable descendent of it (more on 
what this means below)— delivers an account of the meanings of moral terms?

One reason comes from re7ecting on the nature of debates over the merits of one or 
another ethical theory. Consider, for example, what happens when philosophers (and 
nonphilosophers, if it comes to that) attack classical utilitarianism. Sometimes they 
point to the counterintuitive verdicts utilitarianism gives concerning what we ought to 
do in various cases described in nonmoral terms. ;ey observe, for example, that util-
itarianism tells us there is nothing wrong as such with punishing those we know to be 
innocent, and that the special place we give to the interests of those closest to us cannot 
be justi:ed. Here the critics are targeting what utilitarianism says about input clauses. 
Sometimes critics of utilitarianism point out that it requires an agent to do that which is 
best out of the options available to them, no matter how demanding this might be, but 
surely, say the critics, sometimes it is morally permissible to do less than the best when 
doing the best is unduly onerous. Here the critics are targeting the implications of util-
itarianism for an internal role clause. Sometimes critics of utilitarianism argue that no 
one could possibly live up to the demands of a theory that requires them to do what they 
believe is best, impartially considered (i.e., in a way that gives no special status to their 
own concerns). Here the critics are targeting the implications of utilitarianism for an 
output clause.

We all know how utilitarians respond. ;ey grant what’s common ground, namely 
that there is, prima facie, a clash between utilitarianism and what is o9en tagged 
“commonsense morality” (which is in e8ect another name for folk morality) but, they 
argue, careful re7ection tells a di8erent story. A9er re7ection, it becomes clear that the 
implications of utilitarianism are ones we should embrace.

What matters for our purposes here is not who wins the familiar debate over utilitari-
anism that we have just reminded you of. What matters is that it is the debate that needs 
to be had.2 Experiments in the sense meant in the social and physical sciences are not 

1 See, e.g., Brink (1989, ch. 3) for a detailed account of this debate.
2 And is had in, e.g., Smart and Williams (1973), with Williams as the opponent and Smart the 

supporter of utilitarianism; for attempts to defang one or another objection from commonsense morality 
to consequentialist theories, see, e.g., Kagan (1982), Jackson (1991), and Pettit (2015, ch. 7).
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going to decide whether or not utilitarianism is true, though they may tell us, for ex-
ample, how popular it is. What is required— and what is in fact done— is to marshal the 
implications of utilitarianism for input clauses, internal role clauses and output clauses, 
and then to ask whether or not the implications are, a9er careful re7ection, intuitively 
acceptable.

We grant that some utilitarian writings read as if what’s on o8er is in part a revisionary 
stipulation. But when it comes to defending the stipulation, what happens is the pro-
cess we have just described. ;e stipulation is defended by supporting its implications 
for input clauses, internal roles clauses, and output clauses, o9en combined with 
suggestions about how to explain away the prima facie clashes with folk intuitions in one 
way or another, including in evolutionary terms. And, as those who o8er the stipulation 
are well aware, its reception is precisely a function of how plausible their audiences :nd 
the defence being o8ered.

Much the same goes for debates over Kantian theories, virtue theories, reasons- :rst 
theories, modi:cations of utilitarianism that seek to ameliorate the putative clash with 
commonsense morality, and so on. ;e parties to the debates survey the verdicts of 
each theory for certain sorts of cases (i.e., for input clauses), the implications of each 
for which transitions between matters described in ethical terms are valid (i.e., for in-
ternal role clauses), and what each theory implies about the motivational force of the 
judgments we express in moral terms (i.e., for output clauses). ;ey then perform a 
“compare and contrast” exercise, urging that it is their favorite theory that wins out in 
the end. ;e protagonists may not describe what they are doing in quite the way we have 
but, we submit, this is in fact what is going on. ;e simplest argument for moral func-
tionalism is that it explains why this is what happens. ;e debate is all about :nding the 
theory that delivers the best :t with our considered judgments— understood so as to in-
clude the ‘explainings away’ we mention above— concerning input clauses, internal role 
clauses, and output clauses.

One way to highlight our message is to imagine that utilitarians succeed in defusing 
all the famous objections. ;ey convince us, for instance, that when we think matters 
through carefully, it is clear that sometimes, though not usually, it is right to punish 
the innocent, and that we always ought to do what’s best, and that the belief that an 
action maximizes expected happiness has the exactly the right kind of connection to 
motivation. If that happened, it would be, as they say, game over. What more could 
one ask for by way of vindicating utilitarianism? Moral functionalism explains why 
this would be the case. What would have been established is that utilitarianism makes 
true the clauses that give moral terms their meaning. No wonder that it would be 
game over.

We can make essentially the same point from the other side of the fence, so to speak. 
Surely many who are certain that utilitarianism is false are certain precisely because 
they are convinced that utilitarians cannot explain away the prima facie clashes with 
commonsense or folk morality. Moral functionalism explains the relevance of this con-
viction: if correct, it means that the meanings of the moral terms imply that utilitari-
anism is false.
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In what follows, we survey the implications of moral functionalism for a number of 
live issues in ethics (in one case, the issue is perhaps better described as one that should 
be more alive than it is) including, of course, for moral realism. It is an interested survey. 
We will be suggesting that the implications are plausible ones. In what follows, we use 
“moral” and “ethical” interchangeably.

2. The Supervenience of the Ethical on 
the Nonethical

;e supervenience of the ethical on the nonethical di8ers from the supervenience of the 
mental on the physical in two important ways. First, it is far less contentious. Although 
many aFrm that the mental supervenes on the physical, it is far from common ground 
among philosophers of mind. It is, however, rare to come across someone who denies 
that the moral supervenes on the nonmoral. Nearly everyone grants that if two actions, 
states of a8airs, policies, etc., are exactly alike in nonethical ways— ways we can specify 
without using ethical terms— they are exactly alike ethically. Or, to say it the other way 
around, a di8erence in ethical nature demands a di8erence in nonethical nature: for ex-
ample, if one action ought to be punished and another ought not, the actions must di8er 
in some respect we can specify in nonethical terms. Second, it is necessary and a priori 
that the ethical supervenes on the nonethical, whereas the supervenience of the mental 
on the physical is, at best, an a posteriori truth, and (many would add) at best a contin-
gent truth.3

Moral functionalism can explain the necessary a priori supervenience of the eth-
ical on the nonethical because it makes possible a reductive analysis of the ethical 
in terms of the nonethical. It allows us to exploit the Ramsey– Carnap– Lewis way 
of de:ning theoretical terms (see Lewis 1970) in a way which makes it transparent 
how the nonmoral a priori entails the moral, so explaining the necessary a priori 
supervenience of the moral on the nonmoral. Here is how the account runs, in out-
line. We can think of folk morality as a longish conjunction of the input clauses, 
internal role clauses and output clauses that give the meanings of moral terms ac-
cording to moral functionalism. Let T (M1, . . . , Mn) be the sentence that gives the 
theory, where the Mis are all the moral terms. Folk morality will be satis:ed just if 
there are properties standing in the required relations, if, that is, (Ex1) . . . (Exn) T(x1, . 
. . , xn), where each xj is in Mj’s place in T. (;is is the “Ramsey sentence” for folk mo-
rality.) But if, as moral functionalism holds, each Mi is de:ned by its place in T, then 
we can specify what it is to be Mi, in terms of that very place. Here is how it looks for 
the case of being right

3 See, e.g., Lewis (1994, p. 52).
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(A) y is right if and only if (Ex1) . . . (Exn) [y has xi & T (x1,  . . . , xn)]

where xi replaced “rightness” in T. To say it without symbols: to be right is to have the 
property that :lls the “rightness” place in folk morality. Mutatis mutandis for being what 
ought not to be done, being morally permissible, being good, and so on.

;e important point, in the current context, is that (A) speci:es what it is to be 
right in nonmoral terms; there are no “Mi”s to the right of the “if and only if ” in (A). 
It thus explains how the nonmoral can a priori entail the moral for the case of being 
right. Mutatis mutandis for the other moral properties. ;is is how moral functionalism 
explains the necessary a priori supervenience of the moral on the nonmoral.

Have we given a naturalistic account of the moral properties? ;e nonmoral terms 
that appear on the right- hand side of (A) presumably count as naturalistic. ;ey con-
tain no ethical expressions. (A) can, therefore, be regarded as a naturalistic reduction 
of being right. However, (A) says nothing about the property that :lls the “rightness” 
place— that is, that plays the rightness role, and the same goes for the other properties 
that make the Ramsey sentence true. ;is suggests that a “Moorean” could insist that 
these properties, the ones that play the roles, cannot be captured without using ethical 
terms. In this context, our Moorean might draw attention to the familiar point that an-
alytical functionalism is not, as it stands, a version of materialism or physicalism about 
the mind. It becomes a version of materialism when combined with a thesis about the 
kind of properties that stand in the relationships de:nitive of being in one or another 
mental state.

;is would, however, be a mistake. (A)— and the corresponding accounts for the 
other ethical terms— imply that there are no properties that can only be captured using 
ethical terms; this is because they are reductive analyses of ethical language. What might 
be true, for all that (A) and its partners say, is that the properties that make the Ramsey 
sentence true are not natural properties in another sense; they may not be the kinds of 
properties that :gure in one or another account of what our world is like to be found in 
the natural sciences. How likely this is, and further issues raised by Mooreanism, are 
discussed in the next section.

3. How We Learn the Meanings of 
Moral Terms

An account of what a word in a public language means should explain how it can come 
to have that meaning and how that meaning can come to be a shared meaning, at least 
in many cases. ;at’s required if we are to use words to express agreement and disa-
greement. People don’t agree or disagree merely by uttering the same or di8erent words. 
Well not quite. Perhaps I hear the sentence “John Doe lost on a TKO.” I may have only 
a rough idea what a TKO is. I may, nevertheless, accept what I hear and agree with it in 
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the sense that I am con:dent that John Doe lost on what those more knowledgeable 
about boxing than I am mean by a TKO. ;at’s the message of Hilary Putnam’s division 
of linguistic labor (Putnam 1975), or so it seems to us. ;is does not, however, mean that 
I give “TKO” the same meaning as the knowledgeable. If it did, there’d be no point in 
proceeding to ask what a TKO is, which is of course what one typically does, a9er which 
one says that now one knows what the phrase means.

It is important that the key ethical terms have shared meanings. Agreements and 
disagreements over the morality of abortion, mercy killing, and our moral obligations 
to future generations are among the most important agreements and disagreements 
we have. What is more and obviously, we want more than agreement and disagreement 
about words; we want our agreements and disagreements to be substantive (agreement 
in the sense illustrated by the TKO example is not what we want).

It follows that an important desideratum for any account of the meaning of ethical 
terms is that it can give an account of how we came to acquire them that explains how 
it is possible for them to have shared meanings, and this needs to be an account that is 
consistent with the fact that the meanings we give our words is a contingent a poste-
riori matter. ;e importance of this desideratum can be overlooked. ;e reason may be 
the assumption that intending to mean what others mean is in itself enough to create a 
strong presumption that one does in fact mean what others mean— some seem to read 
Putnam as saying this— but intending to do so and so is one thing and in fact doing it 
is quite another. Intending to mean what others mean is not special among intentions 
in being presumptively successful.4 Moreover, we want it to be the case, at least some-
times, that English speakers and, say, Croatian speakers can agree and disagree over 
moral questions, and for this to be revealed by the words that come from their respec-
tive mouths, pens, and keyboards, despite the fact that English and Croatian speakers 
use di8erent words to express their opinions. ;is requires that the words in their dif-
ferent languages have the same meanings. But a typical speaker of English and a typical 
speaker of Croatian do not intend to mean the same by, for example, “morally good” and 
“moralno dobro.” ;at’s an intention they will acquire if and when they become compe-
tent in both languages.

According to moral functionalism, learning the meanings of moral terms is acquiring 
a mastery of the input, internal role and output clauses we talked about earlier. We learn 
which actions, policies, etc., receive which ethical labels (the input side of the story). 
We learn how to reason using the ethical labels (the internal role side of the story), and 
we learn what kinds of reactions are appropriate and are to be expected from those who 

4 Incidentally, intending to mean what others mean by a term isn’t necessary for meaning what they 
mean. R is, we may suppose, a mathematical genius living in a poor village. As a result of limited access 
to texts, he wrongly believes that mathematicians use “prime number” for any positive integer divisible 
by itself and one alone. He resolves, however, that in his work he will use “prime number” for any positive 
integer divisible by itself and one alone with the exception of one, realizing that this is the theoretically 
better notion. Unwittingly, he is using “prime number” with the meaning mathematicians give it despite 
intending not to.
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apply various ethical labels to actions available to them (the output side of the story). We 
trust that these remarks will resonate with parents who seek to introduce their children 
to ethical ways of thinking and talking. Don’t we parents point to examples of what’s 
morally good, wrong, etc., highlighting the features that make them so? Don’t we in-
dicate the kind of behavior called for by judgments of what’s right and wrong? Don’t 
we seek to give our children a sense of how to reason about ethical issues using eth-
ical terms?

How can this story be a story about shared meanings, given how much disagreement 
there is over ethical issues; how, that is, can we :nd enough agreement over input, in-
ternal role and output clauses to allow this story to be one about shared meanings? ;ere 
are two ways to respond to this fair question. ;e optimistic one is implicit in our earlier 
discussion of the debate over utilitarianism. ;ere we pointed out what it would take 
for utilitarians to win; they would need to defuse the famous problem cases for utilitar-
ianism. ;ey would need to show that what looks bad on the face of it— “how can you 
possibly hold that the interests of my children have no special claim when I ask myself 
what I ought to do!”— isn’t when one thinks the issues through. We made the same ob-
servation about, e.g., Kantian views. Suppose it is the Kantians who :nd themselves in 
the happy position of being able reconcile what their view says with folk morality. By 
the time the big books have been written and all the t’s crossed and i’s dotted, it becomes 
clear that a Kantian style ethical theory delivers the intuitively satisfying answers for the 
input, internal role and output clauses. In that case, the Kantians would be the winners. 
As we argued earlier, what is going on when theorists defend their favorite position in 
ethics is, in e8ect, an exercise in reconciling the answers their position delivers on the 
key input, internal role and output clauses with our preanalytic but considered intuitions 
(beliefs). So, the :rst response to the fair question is that, at the end of the day— and in 
this context we might talk of re7ective equilibrium— we will :nd very substantial agree-
ment over the key input, output, and internal role clauses. Our problem, as philosophers 
seeking the one true theory in ethics, is to :nd the crucial insights and ways of framing 
matters that tell us which overarching theory— utilitarianism, Kantianism, virtue 
theory, contract ethics, idealized desire ethics, . . .— delivers the goods.

;is view about what it takes to :nd the one true theory might sensibly be combined 
with an awareness that, in the process of searching for a way to make best sense of the 
famously abundant and far from uniform intuitions on display in books and papers on 
ethics, we will :nd it important to distinguish folk morality from what we might call ma-
ture folk morality (as in Jackson 1998, p. 133), where mature folk morality is the result of 
facing up to the fact that parts of extant folk morality may embody attitudes we rightly 
realize need to be jettisoned and may contain internal inconsistencies (think, e.g., of the 
way harvesting subjects’ :rst up responses to variations on the trolley problem o9en de-
liver responses that are at war with each other). Our task then becomes that of :nding 
the best theory that makes overarching sense of mature folk morality, and the moral 
functionalist account of the meanings of moral terms will need to be framed in terms of 
mature folk morality— the theory we will end up converging on— whatever that turns 
out to be, precisely. In discussion, some have expressed scepticism about the possibility 
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of convergence. ;at’s understandable perhaps, but we note that those who work in 
ethics must include a large number of optimists. For surely very many of those who 
give talks and write books and papers on ethics are doing so because they think they 
have some chance of convincing people— their audiences and their readers— that their 
claims about what’s right and wrong are correct, or that what they say about moral rea-
soning is correct, or that what they say about the behavior of those with one or another 
moral opinion is correct. ;ey must, that is, believe that there is some chance of agree-
ment on input clauses, internal role clauses and output clauses (and of course on the 
relevant empirical considerations in the background). Here they may well have recourse 
to the ‘explainings away’ we mentioned earlier. For isn’t this belief a major rationale for 
publishing those books and papers, and for giving those talks?

;e more pessimistic response is to grasp the nettle and allow that we don’t all give the 
key ethical terms the very same meanings, and this isn’t going to change as time passes; 
the talk above of converging over time on an agreed theory, call it mature folk morality if 
you like, may be a hope that explains the publishing and advocacy behavior of many who 
work in ethics but it is a vain hope all the same. We insist that, as we say early on, there 
is such a thing as folk morality and there will be such a thing as mature folk morality— 
surely we are improving— but grant that, at the end of the day, what may become clear 
is that there is no single theory to call “mature folk morality.” What we have, it may turn 
out, are a number of di8erent, internally consistent theories that agree about a lot in the 
sense of having input clauses, internal role clauses and output clauses that are similar in 
many ways, but there may not be enough uniformity between the theories to imply that 
the ethical terms as de:ned by one of the theories have the very same meanings as those 
de:ned by another of the theories. ;ere will be enough similarity to allow for substan-
tive, and not merely nominal, agreement and disagreement on many issues as expressed 
using the terms as de:ned by the di8erent theories, but this will not be true for all issues. 
Given what we say early on in this section about the importance of shared meanings for 
ethical terms, grasping the nettle will have a signi:cant cost— sometimes what appears 
to be substantial agreement or disagreement will be merely nominal— but perhaps it 
will turn out that this is a cost we have to pay. Philosophers sometimes seem gripped by 
the idea that there is one true ethical theory, perhaps the one they have devoted their life 
to :rst :nding and later defending. Maybe there is, but maybe there isn’t, or maybe there 
is a degree of indeterminacy.

We close this section by addressing two further worries that regularly come up in dis-
cussion, which, as we will see, connect with the issues lately canvassed. ;e :rst worry 
might be expressed in the following words:

It cannot be the case that the meanings of ethical terms are given by the kind of net-
work account you have o8ered. ;e meanings of central moral terms like “mor-
ally right,” “morally impermissible,” “morally evil,” etc. remain "xed as we debate 
the input, internal role and output clauses you regard as meaning- giving. For ex-
ample, when we argue over a candidate input condition like that intentional killing 
not in self- defense is always morally impermissible, the meaning of “morally 
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impermissible” remains a constant. It isn’t a function of where we end up on the 
question. ;e same goes for any other input condition that might be nominated, and 
the same goes for the internal role and output clauses that might be nominated as 
part of the network account of the meaning of moral terms. ;e meanings of moral 
terms are one thing; the verdicts we frame in moral terms are quite another.

We grant the initial appeal of this line of thought, as is evinced by the fact that it o9en 
comes up, in one way or another, but insist that it does not withstand scrutiny. To start 
with, it is a general point about meaning that the meanings of expressions and the 
verdicts we deliver using those expressions are intimately linked, as, e.g., Locke (1689/ 
1975, Book III), says. We use words to express how we take things to be. For example, 
physicists use “Electrons exist” to make a claim about how they believe things to be (the 
verdict they have come to), and the claim they make is a function of the meaning they 
give the word “electron.” Or think of what happens when we go to a philosophy talk. We 
recover what the speaker believes— their verdicts about this or that issue— to the extent 
that we understand the words that come from their mouth or appear on their slides. It 
isn’t true that the verdicts we express using words 7oat free of the meanings of those 
words.5 A verdict on whether a certain action is right or wrong, for example, will be a 
function of the meaning of those moral terms and of the ascertained empirical facts 
about the action.

In any case, if the meanings of ethical terms 7oat free of input, internal role, and 
output clauses, we need to ask what, in that case, does :x the meanings of the ethical 
terms? We saw earlier the problems attendant on relying on intentions to use the words 
as one’s fellow language users use them to :x meaning— having an intention is one thing, 
ful:lling it is quite another. Moreover, intentions to mean what others mean, even when 
successful, radically underdetermine meaning: samenesses and di8erences underdeter-
mine what the samenesses and di8erences hold between.

We suspect that what lies behind the line of thought in question is a view in meta-
physics, the one we called “Moorean” earlier; the view that there are irreducibly non- 
natural properties, where to be irreducibly non- natural is to be a property that can only 
be picked out using ethical terms. We can then see, runs the thought, how the meanings 
of ethical terms can be independent of input, internal role and output clauses. ;eir 
meanings are :xed by being connected to these non- natural properties. But there are 
well known problems for any account of this sort. One is that it rests on an implau-
sible view about the nature of our world. ;ere is no reason to believe that the posited 
properties are instantiated. A second problem is that, even if they are instantiated and 
we somehow come to know this, how could we come to have justi:ed beliefs about their 
distribution, and how could we explain how ethical terms come to pick them out in a 

5 “Can’t competent speakers of English di8er in their verdicts concerning which substances are 
poisonous without thereby giving ‘poisonous’ di8erent meanings, consistently, that is, with their being in 
real disagreement?” Well, no. For they need to agree on what it takes to be poisonous; their disagreement 
needs to be limited to which substances have what it takes.
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way that ensures that one person’s use of “is morally required” picks out the same pro-
perty as another’s use of “is morally required,” or picks out the same property as some 
phrase in Croatian. A third problem comes from the earlier noted supervenience of 
the ethical on the nonethical. ;e ethical depends (in the sense of Broad 1968) on the 
nonethical, in addition to supervening on it. It is impossible to have an ethical nature 
without having a relevant nonethical nature (a nature we can describe without using 
ethical terms). Good acts must also be acts that increase happiness, honor a promise or 
whatever. ;e upshot is that the ethical and the nonethical are locked together in a way 
that makes it very hard to believe that they are distinct in the way Mooreans hold that 
they are.6

;e second of our two further worries relates to our observation that moral func-
tionalism does not o8er a guarantee that we all mean the same by moral terms; in con-
sequence, we may have to allow that some (not all) agreements and di8erences over 
ethical questions are merely verbal. ;e worry is that this is a special, and undesirable, 
feature of moral functionalism. Our reply is that it is a feature of any and every account 
of moral language, be it expressivist, Moorean, causal, etc. What our words mean is a 
contingent, a posteriori matter, as we say above; that should be granted independently 
of whether one is a moral functionalist, an expressivist, a Moorean, a causal theorist, etc. 
All theorists in ethics must allow that it is an open question whether or not what one 
person means by, say, “morally right” is the same as what another means by “morally 
right,” where an open question means one that has to be investigated empirically and 
one that may receive an aFrmative or a negative answer. ;e same is true for whether or 
not what one English speaker means by “morally good” is the same as what some given 
speaker of another language, Croatian, say, means by “moralno dobro.” In this case, the 
key point is especially obvious: compiling English– Foreign Language dictionaries is an 
exercise in linguistic :eldwork.

How one thinks the investigation should go will depend on one’s views about moral 
language. Perhaps an English- speaking expressivist will approach the issue somewhat 
as follows: “Re7ection on my use of ‘is morally good’ tells me that I use it to express a 
certain pro- attitude. Having this attitude manifests itself in various ways and I note that 
these manifestations are to be found in those around me, and also in those who speak 
one or another language other than English when they utter . . . .” An English- speaking 
Moorean will be concerned instead with how they can be con:dent that the properties 
they hold are picked out by their use of “is morally good,” “is wrong,” etc., are the same 
properties as are picked out by those terms by their fellow English speakers, and will 
want assurance that their English words pick out the same properties as do various 
terms in other languages. Arguably, as we suggest two paragraphs back, the special na-
ture of the properties a Moorean holds are picked out by their own usage makes :nding 
good reasons to hold that others pick out the same properties especially challenging.

6 For more on this and related points, see Jackson (1998, ch. 5) and Streumer (2017, ch. 2).
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But we are speculating. It is really for supporters of those views to explain how they 
can be con:dent that the meanings of moral terms (as they take them to be) are the 
same— or enough alike— across a language community and between di8erent language 
communities to ensure that agreements and disputes framed in moral terms are genuine 
and not merely verbal. We have given the answer we like, and are discussing the issue as 
it arises more generally to make the point that there is no special problem here for moral 
functionalism.

4. The Utility of Moral Language

Why is the historical- causal theory of reference for proper names so plausible? ;e 
answer is that it explains why proper names are so useful, and, thereby, why language 
evolved so as to contain them. ;e platforms at Penn Station get assigned di8erent num-
bers to avoid confusing one platform with another, and the numbers are then used to 
pass on information about where and when a train is arriving. ;at’s common know-
ledge. In the broad, the same goes for proper names. People, cities, streets, buildings, etc., 
get assigned names to assist in distinguishing one from another. ;ese distinguishing 
marks help us avoid confusing di8erent people, cites, streets, etc., and are available to as-
sist in passing on information about people, cities, streets, etc. ;is is as much common 
knowledge as our remarks about Penn Station’s platform numbers. Philosophers of lan-
guage debate whether this common knowledge should be viewed as a version of causal 
descriptivism, or as a version of a causal theory of reference for proper names, viewed as 
importantly di8erent from a description theory. ;at debate is by the way here. What is 
important for our concerns is that it is clear what purpose is served by having names in 
our languages, and that this allows us to explain why they evolved so as to contain them.7

We should expect the same of an account of ethical terms. It should make it clear why 
they are useful— what purpose or purposes they serve— and thus of why our languages 
(English, Croatian, Chinese, etc.) evolved so as to contain them. Arguably, this desider-
atum has of late not received the attention it deserves (but see Sterelny and Fraser 2017). 
It has, however, a history in writings that go under the banner of evolutionary ethics. 
Here is a simpli:ed version of a style of evolutionary ethics to be found in Alexander 
(1891). ;e feeling of pain is useful because it has two properties: it draws attention to 
bodily damage, and it tends to cause behavior that minimizes the damage. In similar 
vein, runs the theory, the feeling of obligation is useful because it has two properties: 
it is caused by the availability of possible actions of a kind such that performing them 
would have great utility in certain circumstances (typically, ones where coopera-
tion and coordination between agents with di8erent interests is important now or in 

7 ;e theory is due to Kripke (1980); we are not suggesting he would agree with the way we present it. 
Our presentation draws on Kroon (1987) and Jackson (2010).
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the future— Alexander talks of the importance of an “equilibrium” in society between 
competing interests), and it tends to cause the performance of these actions. ;e fact 
that it has these two properties together explains why we evolved to experience it. And, 
of course, once we evolved to have the feeling of obligation, it was useful to have words 
for the kinds of actions that provoke it, and to grasp the category or categories to which 
the actions that provoke it belong. We have, accordingly, an evolutionary explanation 
of how we came to have words like “morally required” in our language, and to have the 
concept of the morally required, for we have an explanation of why ethical terms (and 
concepts) are useful.

;is is the merest sketch of the theory Alexander outlines, but even so the problem 
with it is obvious. ;ere is no feeling of obligation akin to the feeling of pain. What we 
do have are beliefs that certain actions available to us are ones we ought to perform. If 
we fail to act on them, we sometimes have “pangs of conscience” but o9en we do not, 
and, in any case, the pangs do not motivate in the way that pain does. What is more, 
beliefs that certain actions are ones we ought to perform are not typically caused in the 
way that feelings are. How hot a chilli tastes is a function of its chemistry, whereas our 
moral judgments are responses to how we take something to be— that it is an in7iction 
of needless pain, that it is the keeping of a promise, etc.

Nevertheless, Alexander gives us an item on the agenda for any account of the 
meanings of moral terms: explain why, on the account in question, it would be useful to 
have moral terms and why we might have evolved to have them. Now there are a number 
of extant, interesting accounts of how moral concepts and terms evolved, directed pre-
cisely to the question of what makes them— the concepts and the words— useful. What 
is important for what follows are not the details of one or another account but what is in 
common between them: ethical terms, concepts and ways of thinking evolved through 
the need to adjudicate between competing interests, something that became especially 
pressing when we formed communities in ways that enhanced our chances of survival by 
encouraging cooperation.8 Hermits can do what they like. ;ey do not have to balance 
what they want against what others want. ;e downsides are that if bad things happen, 
they have no one to turn to for help, and that projects that require many hands to the 
wheel are beyond them. But, once we started to live in communities, a pressing issue 
became how to balance what one person or group wants against what another person or 
group wants, and how to regulate our behavior as members of a community in ways that 
promote the interests of the community as a whole and, thereby, at least sometimes, our 
own individual interests. We needed to :nd acceptable ways of adjudicating between 
competing interests in ways that enhance cooperation and lead to positive outcomes. 
When this started to happen was when we started to think ethically.

Although this lightning sketch prescinds from the details of how the evolution of 
thinking in ethical terms helps resolve disputes and aids co- operation, we can say this 

8 ;us Sterelny and Fraser (2017, p. 1003) talk of “principles of action and interaction that support 
forms of cooperation.”

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Thu Apr 27 2023, NEWGEN

/17_revised_proof/revises_i/!les_to_typesetting/validationoxfordhb-9780190068226.indd   257oxfordhb-9780190068226.indd   257 27-Apr-23   12:07:2027-Apr-23   12:07:20

ppettit



258   Frank Jackson and Philip Pettit

 

much in the broad. ;ree things must be true if an account anything like this is to ex-
plain the evolution of morality. ;e :rst is that there need to be properties with the fol-
lowing feature: acting so as to promote their instantiation has good e8ects for those who 
belong to communities. (What about properties whose suppression has good e8ects? We 
can think of these in terms of promoting the instantiation of their nonoccurrence.) ;e 
second concerns thinking in terms of these properties. It had better be possible to do 
so. Human agents are thinking agents. ;e third concerns motivation. It had better be 
the case that the belief that some course of action has one or another of these properties 
has, as a rule, some tendency to cause behavior that leads to their instantiation. One 
question is which properties are such that their instantiation would have good e8ects; a 
second and distinct question is the mechanism by which these properties might come to 
be instantiated. For intentional agents like us, the mechanism will o9en involve the ten-
dency of beliefs about these properties to cause actions that realize them.

Suppose that all three requirements obtain. How could this be an account of the evolu-
tion of ethical ways of thinking? ;ere is no mention of ethics as such in any of the three 
conditions. But if moral functionalism is true, there is mention of ethics— implicitly. 
;e :rst condition was in e8ect that we need input clauses— they specify the actions, 
policies, etc., that have the properties whose instantiation would have utility; the second 
condition tells us in e8ect that we need internal role clauses— they tell us how to reason 
in terms of these properties; the third condition tells us in e8ect that we need output 
clauses— they tell us how the needed properties might come to be instantiated through 
the actions of intentional agents. ;e upshot is that the existence of properties that sat-
isfy the input, internal role and output clauses of moral functionalism is exactly what 
would be required for some kind of evolutionary account of the emergence of moral 
ways of thinking to make sense. And the utility of ethical terms will then lie in the utility 
of having terms for the properties in question.

We started this section by noting that any account of ethical language should explain 
its utility. Talk of utility naturally invites evolutionary re7ections, and we have seen how 
moral functionalism makes good sense from an evolutionary perspective. But, for those 
unimpressed by evolutionary ways of thinking about ethics, we note that the key point 
about how moral functionalism explains the utility of moral language can be made inde-
pendently. It is a matter of record that describing matters in ethical terms makes things 
go better, especially when dealing with problems that arise from the fact that we live 
in communities and need to adjudicate between competing claims for a share of lim-
ited resources. It is very hard to believe that this is an accident. But if it isn’t an acci-
dent, there must be a story to tell about the properties our ethical terms are picking out 
which explains this happy result. ;e situation is akin to that with names. It is a matter 
of record that assigned names— to cities, streets, people, etc.— are very useful. ;is fact 
calls for explanation and, as we say above, the explanation will advert to some version 
or other of a historical- causal theory. What’s the right story in the case of ethical terms? 
First, they need to pick out properties whose promotion would make things go better, 
and properties that do the opposite. Second, they need to pick out properties we can 
reason about. (A feature of the way using ethical terms makes things go better is their 
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role in facilitating deliberations about what ought to be done.) Finally, they need to pick 
out properties we tend to promote, and properties whose instantiation we have some 
tendency to suppress. ;e story will, therefore, have input clauses— clauses that tell us 
where the properties in question are to be found; internal role clauses— clauses that tell 
us how to reason about the properties; and output clauses— clauses that tell us about 
their motivational properties, both pro and con. All three are essential if moral terms are 
to be of use to us in negotiating our interactions with others in our communities in the 
ways distinctive of debates framed in moral terms. ;is is how moral functionalism can 
explain the utility of ethical language, independently of the question of how it evolved.

We close this section by noting that a focus on making sense of how ethical terms 
and ways of thinking did evolve— or would have evolved the way things might well 
have been— allows us to reshape the way we presented moral functionalism earlier. We 
presented it as a reductive analysis of moral terms, one that allows us to :nd a place for 
moral properties— the properties the moral terms pick out— within a naturalistic pic-
ture, and we noted why this would be a good thing to do. Our focus, however, wasn’t on 
strict :delity to our current moral concepts— that was the point of the distinction be-
tween folk morality and mature folk morality, and our suggestion that it would be best 
to analyze moral terms via their place in mature folk morality. ;ere is, though, another 
way of thinking of moral functionalism. We can view it as what we would end up with if 
we asked a9er the genealogy of ethics. ;e key idea can be explained using the example 
of money.

No one, we take it, thinks that the concept of money is sui generis. ;ere will be a re-
ductive analysis of the following form

(B) X is money if and only if X is . . .

where the words a9er “if and only if ” do not contain “money” or its equivalent. (When 
we say that there will be such an analysis, we are not suggesting that writing it down will 
be an easy task.) But, of course, there is a story to be told about how money came into 
existence, a story that will advert to its utility in assisting with the exchange of goods, etc. 
An (idealized) account of this kind is to be found in Menger (1892). ;is means that a 
good question to ask is, What would X need to be like in order for it have evolved in the 
way that money did, and for it to play the kind of role that money plays in society? And 
we should expect an answer to this question to deliver something like what appears a9er 
“if and only if ” in (B), and a plausible thought is that a fruitful way of thinking about (B) 
is as an answer to the genealogy question, in the sense that it tells us what is required 
of money in order for it to have evolved in the way that it did, or for it to be such that it 
would have evolved in any society much like ours.

Likewise, as we emphasize above, there is a story to be told about how ethical ways of 
thinking and talking evolved. And, as we said, we can say this much in the broad. It will 
be a story about (i) there being properties whose instantiation promotes survival in the 
kinds of situations in which ethical ways of thinking in fact evolved, and properties that 
do the opposite; (ii) our being able to reason about these properties; and (iii) our coming 
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to be such that beliefs about these properties have at least some motivational force, pro 
or con. Clauses (i), (ii) and (iii) correspond, respectively, to the input, internal role and 
output clauses of moral functionalism. ;e upshot is that asking a9er the genealogy of 
ethical terms and ways of thinking— how they came into existence the way things were 
or would have come into existence the way things might well have been— will deliver 
biconditionals like (A), and the corresponding ones for the other ethical terms.9

5. What It Takes to Be a Moral Realist

We take the cognitivist part of moral realism to be the thesis that there are moral 
properties, understood as the claim that predicates like “is morally wrong” and “is mor-
ally good” ascribe properties. ;e realist part of moral realism adds that the properties 
in question are, on occasion, actually possessed; being morally wrong is in fact a pro-
perty of, say, needless killing, and being morally good is in fact o9en a property of, say, 
donating to charity.

How substantive is the cognitivist part of moral realism? We have the predicate “is 
morally wrong” in English, and can form the expressions “being morally wrong” and 
“the property of being morally wrong” from that predicate. Given that, it might be 
asked how could anyone doubt the existence of moral properties? Our answer to this 
good question is that the debate isn’t about words and isn’t about the constructions 
our language allows us to make from words. It is about whether or not certain words 
and phrases are good for telling us about how things are. Take, for example, the word 
“house.” Imagine we have divided all the objects there are into those in the extension of 
“house” and those not in its extension. Is there a di8erence between the items in the two 
sets over and above the di8erence with regard to whether or not they are in the extension 
of “house”? Of course there is. ;ere is a way something has to be for “house” to apply to 
it, and this way is over and above belonging to the extension of “house” and is the infor-
mation about how things are that the word is good for delivering. If that were not true, 
the information the use of the word makes available would be limited to a fact about 
word usage, and it isn’t. Cognitivism in ethics aFrms, as we understand it here, that the 
same goes for ethical terms. ;ere is, for example, a di8erence between actions in the ex-
tension of “is morally wrong” and those not in the extension of “is morally wrong,” over 
and above the di8erence in whether or not they belong to the extension of “is morally 
wrong.” ;e debate over the nature of the property of being morally wrong is, we urge, to 
be understood as the debate over this di8erence, and in particular the nature of the acts 
inside the extension of “is morally wrong.”

We mentioned earlier Moorean views about the metaphysics of morals. If they are 
correct, the only words we have for the moral properties are expressions containing 

9 For more on the genealogical way of thinking in the case of ethics, see Pettit (2018).
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moral terms. Any attempt to pick out moral properties in nonmoral terms is bound to 
fail. ;is is the sense in which Mooreanism is inconsistent with naturalism in ethics, 
on one understanding of naturalism. All the same, actions in the extension of one or 
another moral term will have something in common that outruns their falling under 
the extension of the term in question, namely, the very properties Mooreans hold we 
can only talk about by using ethical terms. In this sense, on Moorean views moral terms 
mark real and not merely nominal divisions among, for example, actions, and Moorean 
views are a species of cognitivism.

Moral functionalism likewise is a species of cognitivism. To fall under such and such 
a moral predicate is to have the property that plays the relevant role in the input, internal 
role and output clauses. Earlier, in §2, we spelt out what this comes to for “is right.” Is 
moral functionalism a species of realism? Not as such. Realism about some given moral 
property will be the claim that there is a property, in the sense of an instantiated pro-
perty, that :lls the role de:nitive of that property. Is there, for example, a property that 
some actions in fact possess that :lls the bill for being right that we gave in §2? As we 
note in that section, this question comes down to the question as to whether or not the 
Ramsey sentence for mature folk morality is true.

;is means that one might embrace moral functionalism and proceed to use it as a 
platform for the denial of realism concerning, for example, the property of being right. 
One might, for example, insist that the only plausible version of an output clause for 
being right is that an action is right just if it has a property which is such that believing 
an action has that property entails desiring that the action be done, and proceed to argue 
that, as there is no such property instantiated in our world (and maybe, for Humean 
reasons, there could not be), nothing has the property of being right.

We favor a less hard- line approach. We have already commented on the manifest 
utility of moral language and how understanding its utility goes hand in hand with un-
derstanding how we came to acquire moral concepts. ;is makes it hard to believe that 
moral terms mark out empty categories. ;e situation is akin to that which obtains with 
analytical functionalism about the mind. ;e manifest usefulness of its folk psycholog-
ical categories makes it hard to believe that they are empty. Advances in neuroscience 
may suggest important re:nements and extensions, but elimination is very unlikely. 
We talked earlier of the nature of debates in ethics. ;ey are, we suggested, best seen 
as attempts to :nd occupants for the roles we moral functionalists talk about. ;ere is 
plenty of give and take, perhaps some explaining away, and sometimes a certain amount 
of bullet biting, but it is a matter of record that there is plenty of constructive engage-
ment. We think the message is that, somewhere or other, somehow or other, there are 
instantiated properties to be found that near enough :ll the roles that moral function-
alism says need to be :lled (while granting the possibility, noted earlier, that there may 
be irresolvable di8erences). Even Mackie, who argued that the roles were not :lled— his 
error theory (1977) is in part based on insisting on demanding speci:cations of the roles 
of folk morality and mature folk morality, with the addition of the claim that nothing 
:lls these demandingly speci:ed roles— felt free to write a book with two apparently 
inconsistent parts. ;e :rst lays out his argument for an error theory. ;e second part is 
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an essay on various topics in ethics. How could he have thought that this was a sensible 
enterprise? (We are not alone in asking this question.) He took it for granted that there 
were near enough occupants of the roles to allow the second half of the book to be worth 
writing. At any rate that is, we urge, the way to make good sense of what Mackie is doing 
in the second part of the book given the thesis he argues for in the :rst part.

In a number of places earlier in this chapter, we highlight the fact that what our words 
mean is a contingent a posteriori fact. Here we are suggesting that we might, if it is 
needed, make adjustments— sensible ones— on what ethical terms mean according to 
moral functionalism to ensure that realism comes out true. ;is is really no di8erent 
from what happened when it was discovered that atoms could be split. ;e sensible se-
mantic decision was to relax the clause that insisted that atoms had to be more than just 
very hard to split, so allowing us to avoid going eliminativist about atoms.10
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