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0. Introduction

In recent years there has been significant interest in (and endorsement of) metaethical theories in which morality and moral properties are characterized in terms of the reactions or responses of certain kinds of individuals.  Within this broad range would fall ideal observer theories, divine command or preference theories, and the dispositional theories of value of Mark Johnston, John McDowell, and others.
 Nick Zangwill has argued that all such theories face a devastating flaw insofar as they are unable to accommodate the motive of duty (at least in a non-vacuous fashion).
 That is, they are unable to provide a plausible reason for anyone to desire to perform morally right actions simply because they are morally right actions, i.e. for their own sake.

I. Zangwill’s Arguments


Zangwill divides moral response-dependent theories into two categories: the normative and the non-normative.  Roughly, normative theories hold that something is morally good (right, virtuous) if it is such as to warrant approval on the part of those assessing it.
  Zangwill argues against such theories that they are vacuous as the moral responses or reactions of observers are doing no real work.  What is crucial is that their responses be warranted or justified, but then it some further property that warrants the responses, and it is this further property which is basic.  The responses themselves don’t do any work in explaining moral properties.  For example, there could be realist, response-independent moral properties that warrant certain reactions to actions.  But then it would seem that an observer should approve of a given action because it actually possesses the property of being morally right, where this is some response-independent natural (or even non-natural) property.  Clearly, the actual or dispositional reactions of the observers would be doing no real explanatory work.


I tentatively agree with Zangwill on these points, and will put aside normative response-dependent theories as not being fundamentally response-dependent theories; on such theories it is the prior properties that warrant responses that are explanatorily basic.  So we can now turn to the other category, that of the non-normative theory: 

A non-normative theory says, roughly, that moral goodness (or obligation, virtue, duty, etc.) is a disposition to provoke approval in certain people in certain circumstances […] This general schema leaves open scope for considerable variation.  Different people or different circumstances might be in question.  Greater or lesser idealisation from actual people and circumstances might be envisaged.  Moreover it might or might not be held that if people or circumstances are [sic] different then the values would be different.

Non-normative theories thus do not involve further properties that are to warrant reactions; as such they avoid the charge of vacuousness.  


Zangwill subdivides non-normative theories into a further two categories, the analytic and the synthetic.  He explains analytic non-normative response-dependent theories in the following passage:  

Let us assume, for a while, that if moral properties are response-dependent properties then we conceive of them as such.  So the response-dependent account is built into our concept of moral properties – it is not something that might come as a complete surprise. [...]  The essence of the property is transparent to us.  The response-dependent view is supposed to be an ‘analytic’ doctrine rather than a ‘synthetic’ doctrine.

The main point is that on analytic non-normative theories, we will be vividly aware of the response-dependent essence of moral properties.  And it is this latter claim that Zangwill sees as leading to trouble.


Here’s the problem.  If people are aware of what moral rightness (or what-have-you) amounts to on a response-dependent theory, then the motive of duty will be lost.  This is because on such theories we are simply seeking the approval of others when we seek the morally good; and surely merely seeking approval is not a compelling reason for action here.  Given that on analytic non-normative theories we are aware of the nature of moral properties, when we pursue the right or the good, we will be explicitly pursuing the approval of some set of individuals.  This seems terribly shallow or cynical, and we are left without plausible reasons for doing morally right actions for their own sake.  Zangwill puts the point this way:

Is our reason for doing morally good actions always that we want others to approve of our actions or to be disposed to approve of them?  Presumably not – unless we are unusually cynical.  It is true that sometimes we merely want to impress others.  But at other times, we pursue what we believe to be morally right for its own sake.

Commonsense tells us that when we pursue the morally good for its own sake we’re doing something praiseworthy,
 not just trying to impress others.     

Even if we think that those who would approve of our actions are relatively erudite, sensitive and sophisticated “ideal observers” who have full knowledge and imaginative engagement with the relevant non-moral facts, their approval is not what we are aiming [at] when we are motivated by duty.

The picture Zangwill paints is one in which we might as well be trying to impress the erudite, sophisticated members of the local country club with our behaviour.  There is no real substance, just a cynical attempt to impress or gain approval.  And if, given the transparency of the response-dependent essence of moral properties, this is what we would be pursuing when we pursue the morally good, then morality and the motive of duty similarly become shallow.

II. Responses

But is the seeking of approval always shallow?  Several considerations show that this is not the case.  Note first that there are different kinds of approvals; we approve of things in different ways.  The approval we feel towards a moral hero is different from the approval we feel of a painting that we consider beautiful, which is in turn different from the approval we feel of the skillful tactics of our opponent in a game, and so on.  We can distinguish approvals on several grounds, including their phenomenal qualities, their objects, and the frameworks within which the approvals arise.
  The key point here is that Zangwill casts all approvals together, and in so doing makes the claim of shallowness appear more plausible.  But the moral response-dependent theorist can emphasize that there is a tremendous difference between Albert Schweitzer’s approval of what he sees as an act of love (or reverence for life) and a teenager’s approval of smoking as ‘cool’.


This leads us to a second point.  The nature of the individuals whose moral approval we seek is extremely important.  We can begin with a type of theory that is not generally construed as a response-dependent theory, but which is easily understood in such terms.  On a divine command theory of ethics we are to act on God’s commands in order to act morally.  Presumably God will command those things of which he approves, and forbid those of which he disapproves.  As such, we can understand such theories as response-dependent theories, focused on the approvals and disapprovals of God.  

Now consider: outside of philosophical circles, divine command theories of ethics are commonly embraced – indeed, embraced by literally billions of people around the world.  And the people who embrace these theories explicitly equate moral rightness with being in accordance with God’s will, his approvals and disapprovals.  Contrary to Zangwill’s claims, it seems quite possible for people to explicitly embrace such a response-dependent theory without thereby being restricted to a severely flawed motive of duty.  They seek to do what is right just as they seek God’s approval; the two are explicitly equated.  It is hard to see how this understanding of moral rightness, in itself, must make an agent’s pursuit of the morally right (qua morally right) cynical.  Are we to believe that the actions and motivations of such religiously-motivated people as Martin Luther King, Jr. or the Trocmés are thereby shallow or cynical?  That we were all so cynical!  Again, it is unclear why the sincere pursuit of the morally right, understood in terms of the moral approval of a being with divine traits must be understood as cynical or flawed.  Of course some might seek such divine approval merely to avoid some form of damnation or what-have-you; but others will pursue such approval in genuinely pursuing the morally right qua morally right.   
Still, common forms of the divine command theory do face important difficulties – in particular, the Euthyphro dilemma, that might make us question the importance of this example.
 But note that even if we decide to reject divine command or preference theories, the main point here stands: that people can explicitly embrace a form of response-dependent theory while also embracing a sincere, rich motive of duty.  That is, they can have good reason to act morally for the sake of acting morally, even when fully-aware of the presumed response-dependent nature of moral properties.  Zangwill himself might still see their behaviour as shallow, but surely we would need additional argument to support his claim.  Crucially, even if one finds divine command theories to be flawed, it clearly does not follow that their proponents must be cynical, insincere, or shallow in their pursuit of the morally right. 

Consider next the following mixed virtue-based theory.  On this theory we have an independent account of what makes certain character traits moral virtues.  Perhaps they are those traits required to lead a flourishing human life.
  On the other hand, moral rightness, obligation, and other such properties are given a moral response-dependent understanding; we could hold that actions are morally right (for example) if they are disposed to create a certain form of moral approval in virtuous agents (in certain circumstances).  This is not a pure response-dependent theory insofar as it requires an independent account of the virtues, but other key moral properties are given a response-dependent analysis grounded in the attitudes of agents who possess the virtues.

Would the motive of duty be lost on this theory?  It is not clear that it must be, any more than it must be lost on a divine command theory.  Seeking the moral approval of a saint does not seem necessarily shallow; nor must one be a cynic to seek such approval.  Compare Alicia and Brandi:

Alicia: I want to do what is right.  This is to do something that would be approved of by such saints as the Buddha, Asoka, or Albert Schweitzer.  I hope that they would respond to my actions with approval, as worthwhile and valuable.  They are virtuous people, and I wish to model my life on their example - if they approve of my actions, I’m succeeding in leading a moral life.

Brandi: Saints are so popular.  I’d really like them to like me.  I’m going to try to do whatever they’d approve of, so that they’ll like me; I guess that means I’ll be doing morally right actions at the same time.  Can you imagine Albert Schweitzer thinking I’m cool?

Certainly Brandi’s desire for the approval of the virtuous seems shallow, and would fall into line with Zangwill’s picture of moral response-dependent theories.  She desires the approval of saints, tout court (or perhaps their approval as ‘cool’).  But is Alicia really being cynical or shallow in her desire for the moral approval of such exemplars as the Buddha or Schweitzer?  It seems, rather, that she is sincerely seeking to do what is right, where she explicitly equates this with the moral approval of virtuous persons.  On moral response-dependent theories, the reactions of appropriate agents (perhaps God, the virtuous, or ideal observers) under appropriate conditions provide us with a standard for what is choiceworthy or good.  And this choiceworthiness itself consists precisely in the fact that agents with appropriate traits would have a suitable positive appraisal of our pursuit of given objects or states of affairs.  Again – perhaps Zangwill himself would not be moved by such considerations, but without additional argument it is not clear why anyone else should find the motive of duty problematic on such a response-dependent theory.


What of synthetic non-normative response-dependent theories?  Zangwill explains that

On these views, we need not represent moral properties as having the response-dependent essence that they in fact have. […] But there is still a problem.  For uncovering that essence cannot be debilitating!  It cannot be that our ordinary moral motivations are perfectly secure so long as we do not discover the essence of moral properties.  It seems that knowledge of this sort would destroy the rationality and presumably the actuality of moral motivation.  This is unacceptable.

According to Zangwill then, we could maintain an acceptable motive of duty on synthetic theories only so long as we are unaware of the real essence of moral properties.  Once we become aware of the essence we arrive at the same problems we would have on analytic theories.  We would lose the motive of duty when we realized that moral properties really just reflected the approvals and disapprovals of certain individuals.


I’ve already attempted to show that there are analytic response-dependent theories under which people still find the motive of duty to be rational.  If I’m right about this, then we can simply posit synthetic versions of the same basic theories.  That is, we could have a synthetic divine command theory, where people come to discover that the essence of rightness is being approved of (and thus commanded) by God, or a synthetic mixed virtue-based theory where we have an independent account of the virtues, but response-dependent accounts of other moral properties.  We would thus have synthetic response-dependent theories where the motive of duty is not rendered shallow or cynical, even if we discover the essence of moral properties.


Indeed the problem seems still less pressing for synthetic views.  Consider the following, admittedly stilted, exchange:

Alicia: I want to do what is right – whatever that turns out to be, precisely.  Of course I do basically understand morality, but I’m not sure of some of the finer points…
Theorist: If you want to do what is morally right, you want to do what would be approved of by virtuous agents – the essence of moral properties lies in such approval.

Alicia: I’ll try to do what is approved of by virtuous agents then, insofar as that is doing what is right.

Alicia is still able to embrace the motive of duty; she explicitly states that she will seek what is right (performing actions that would be approved of by virtuous agents) precisely because it is right (“under the guise of moral goodness” in Zangwill’s terms).  Again, without further explanation, it is hard to see why the motive of duty in such a case must be considered irrational, shallow, or cynical.


The preceding points also allow us to respond to the following, related charge leveled by Zangwill against non-normative response-dependent theories:

Such theories conflict with our folk conception of moral motivation according to which there is an intelligible motive of duty, which is distinct from the various reasons for seeking approval by others, or even oneself, which may follow in the wake of being perceived to attain some moral goal.

But consider again Alicia.  She is pursuing the approval of virtuous agents precisely insofar as such approval constitutes moral rightness.  If this were not the case, she would no longer seek such approval.  She still acts from the motive of duty; she simply identifies her duty with the actions approved of by virtuous agents.  We can contrast Alicia’s case with that of a person who seeks the approval of virtuous agents only insofar as this will make him popular, respected, admired, or what-have-you.  We could even imagine a person who seeks to perform actions that would be approved of by virtuous agents in order to appear trustworthy, which in turn will allow him to commit profitable fraud in the future.  Non-normative theories can thus easily distinguish between acting from the motive of duty, and undesirable seekings of approval.

III. What Would Satisfy Zangwill? 


So what is it that Zangwill ultimately finds unsatisfying about such non-normative theories?  While this is never made explicit, we can perhaps find a clue in something he says while discussing normative response-dependent theories:

Accounting for the motive of duty is problematic for non-normative response-dependent theories of moral value, but normative theories clearly do better on this score because it is certainly understandable that we pursue what we believe to be worthy of approval.  Even though we do not usually aim at the actual or dispositional approval of other people, it is true that we want our actions to warrant their approval.

The claim seems to be that seeking mere approval is shallow or cynical.  What we should really want is warranted or justified approval.  After all, mere approval is cheap – people can approve of a wide variety of things for a wide variety of poor reasons.  We need more.


I agree with Zangwill on this point – there are shallow forms of approval that can be obtained from shallow, ill-informed people.  But crucially, non-normative theories are intended to eliminate such worthless forms of approval, via their specification of those whose approval (or attitudes) set moral standards, and the conditions under which they judge.


Consider a slightly different case.  Suppose we were to embrace a non-normative response-dependent theory of being funny.
  We could take John Cleese to be a comedic saint, one whose approvals determine humour properties.  Of course there might be others who possess the comedic virtues – Steve Martin, Black Adder-era Rowan Atkinson, and others.  Now notice – we don’t merely want anyone’s approval of our jokes; some people laugh at anything, others are too staid, etc.  

Similarly, we want Cleese’s approval of our jokes as funny; we are not looking for just any sort of approval (perhaps of our shirt as stylish).  Furthermore, we would want Cleese’s approval of our jokes as funny when he is not extremely drunk, distracted, or being threatened with violence if he finds them funny.  We would also want to be sure that he recognizes all of the references in the joke, and so on – if he lacked such information, he simply might not get the joke (he might find it funny if he knew all the references).


With this in hand, it now seems plausible (at least to many) to hold that under such conditions Cleese’s approval (or Martin’s, etc.) could serve as a basis for humour properties.  Zangwill does not want us to search after the mere approval of other people.  We can agree.  We’ve now specified the type of approval we’re seeking, the kind of judge we’re looking for, and the conditions under which the evaluation is to take place.  By doing all of this, we are capturing warranted approvals; or rather, we are setting a standard for warranted approvals.  If John Cleese, while fully-informed and unimpaired would find a joke funny, then we can say that it is funny - precisely because someone with his traits in these conditions would find it funny.  But we could also allow that if another comedic saint found a joke funny, even while Cleese did not, the joke could still be seen as funny.  This would simply reflect different senses of humour.  What matters is that at least some comedic saint would find a given joke to be funny.


With normative response-dependent theories there is some additional external element which distinguishes approvals as warranted or not.  On non-normative theories, we characterize the evaluators, conditions, and form of approval in such a way that any such approval will, intuitively, be warranted.  Once we remove drunkenness, bias, lack of information and other impairments from John Cleese, given his other ‘comedic’ traits, it seems that there is nothing to interfere with his judgements.  If he now finds a joke funny, then it is funny; there are no grounds to fault his judgement.


Returning to ethics, consider the following account of moral rightness, combining elements of virtue and ideal observer theories:

An action is right for an agent in a given set of circumstances iff an unimpaired, fully-informed virtuous observer would deem the action to be right (where this is a certain form of approval).

Thus we might hold that an action is right because an idealized Gandhi (or some other idealized moral saint) would approve of it (in a suitable way), given that he is virtuous, fully-informed, not drugged, and so on.  Under these conditions there are no grounds for criticizing the idealized Gandhi’s judgements – it is not that he is biased, vicious, or misunderstands the situation, etc.  As such, we can see his judgement as justified or warranted.  We do not want Hitler’s approval (moral or otherwise).  Nor do we seek the approval of Gandhi while he is on hallucinogens, or being threatened.  Similarly, we do not merely desire the Buddha’s approval of our clothes as stylish.  We want the moral approval of virtuous ideal observers who lack the various flaws that ordinarily impair judgement; insofar as they lack such impairments or flaws, we can see their judgements as warranted or justified.  Contrary to Zangwill’s claims, by the proper sort of appeal to the proper sort of individuals, the motive of duty can remain intact on non-normative response-dependent theories. 


There might be a worry here that the virtuous ideal observers are now merely responding to moral properties in the world, and that as such they (and their responses) are doing no real work.  Being unimpaired, fully-informed and virtuous might simply make the observers epistemically sensitive to independent moral facts; and it would be these moral facts that are fundamental.  If so, this non-normative response-dependent theory would degenerate into a normative theory.  
More strongly, the objection could be pressed that this is precisely how we should explain why virtuous ideal observers react as they do.
  That is, we might ask why virtuous ideal observers react positively to some actions, negatively to others, and so on.  A plausible suggestion is that there is a prior, independent rightness or wrongness to the action – and virtuous ideal observers are simply reliable at identifying such prior moral properties.  Why do virtuous ideal observers react negatively to puppy-torturing?  Because of the suffering produced, where such suffering is (independently and priorly) morally bad.  So while we could perhaps guide ourselves by appeal to such observers, this should be understood as a heuristic only; the choiceworthiness of actions, states of affairs, etc., is independent and prior to the approval of the observers.   
However, we can draw out a response to these worries from recent work in this journal by Hallvard Lillehammer (in responding to a similar objection).  Lillehammer is concerned with how an agent in cognitively ideal circumstances might come to choose between options, if there are not independent normative reasons: 

Once this knowledge [of the range of available options and their differences] is acquired, differential characteristics of the options can be used to distinguish options favoured from options not favoured.  For example, a pleasure-producing characteristic of jokes can be used to distinguish jokes favourably with respect to insults lacking this characteristic.  The pleasure-producing characteristic can then come to play an analogous role in the agent’s practical reasoning as the corresponding reason-making feature postulated by the normative realist.  The agent can go on to select options directly with reference to the presence or absence of this characteristic […] Given the rich phenomenology provided by the reflection on options themselves, there is no compulsion to describe this process of coming to care about something for its own sake in favourable conditions as a mode of pure causal receptivity.
   

On the present theory, virtuous ideal observers will value certain states of affairs for their own sake, insofar as they possess various virtues.  Thus, the virtue of honesty will lead them to approve of truth-telling, the virtue of benevolence will lead them to approve of increasing the well-being of sentient beings (and disapprove of such actions as torturing puppies), and so on.  This need not be a matter of identifying prior values in the world; rather, the psychological constitution of the ideal observers will lead them to value or disvalue various states of affairs, actions, and so on.  Virtuous ideal observers will thus be able to compare various options with respect to how well they promote various states of affairs of which they approve.  And as they consider an agent and what would be the morally right action (option) for her in a given case, there is not an appeal to external, independent normative reasons.  Rather, they appeal to their own approvals, and internal weightings of the comparative importance of various concerns (for truth-telling, increasing well-being, etc.) in coming to an overall judgement as to what would be morally right for the agent out of the available options.

Finally, on a more tentative note, consider the following.  There is a passage in Zangwill’s paper that has the apparent implication that any attempt to provide an account of moral properties would result in an inability to accommodate the motive of duty:

[B]eing motivated by things under their naturalistic guise is different from being motivated by things under the guise of the morally good, which is what the motive of duty requires.  So if a moral response-dependent theory says that we are motivated to pursue the response of approval or the naturalistic features of things [which prompt such approval], the motive of duty is lost.

Zangwill only discusses response-dependent theories explicitly here, but consider: he draws a firm distinction between being motivated by things under the guise of the morally good (required by the motive of duty), and being motivated by the naturalistic bases of moral properties, or approvals.  But it seems the same distinction be drawn for any account of the morally good (or moral properties in general).  And if so, won’t there similarly be a difference between pursuing the morally good simply for its own sake, and pursuing (for example) the morally good qua non-natural property?  ‘I want to do what is right – the morally right action – because it is right, not merely because it possesses some non-natural property.’  If I explicitly understand moral goodness to be a non-natural property, can I no longer act from the motive of duty?  As soon as we provide any account of the nature of moral properties it would seem that we would lose the pure motive of duty (if Zangwill were correct), because we’d now (assuming transparency) be pursuing whatever it is that moral properties amount to, be it naturalistic or not.  This in turn suggests that the only way we can maintain the motive of duty is if we refuse to give any analysis whatsoever of moral properties (including even the minimal claim that goodness is an unanalyzable non-natural property).  If the quoted passage accurately reflects Zangwill’s underlying view, it would seem to point to a problematic conception of the motive of duty.

More broadly, it is not entirely clear what sort of account of moral properties would satisfy Zangwill.  And without some criterion for an acceptable account of moral properties – one that makes the motive of duty plausible in Zangwill’s eyes – the burden still rests on Zangwill to explain why response-dependent theories (perhaps in particular) are unacceptable.
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� For defenses of ideal observer theories, see Firth (1952), Carson (1984), Taliaferro (1988), and Kawall (2002).  For a divine preference theory, see Carson (2000).  Finally, dispositional theories of value are defended in Johnston (1989), McDowell (1985), and Wiggins (1987).


� Zangwill (2001).


� Zangwill (2001, p. 274).


� Zangwill (2001, p. 271).


� Zangwill (2001, pp. 271-2).  Few have presented analytic theories of this kind; still, for two prominent examples, see Adams (1973) and Firth (1952).


� Zangwill (2001, p. 272).


� At least in most cases.  For possible exceptions, see Stocker (1976), and Smith (1994).


� Zangwill (2001, p. 272).


� By ‘framework’ I mean roughly the system of evaluation, or the practice out of which the approval arises.  For example, we can approve of the moves of an opponent within the framework or practice of playing the game; we can approve of a person as beautiful within a different framework with different standards.


� Thomas Carson has recently developed a divine preference account of rationality (and goodness) which, if successful, would avoid the traditional dilemma.  He suggests that


If there is an omniscient God who designed and created the universe and human beings for certain purposes / reasons, cares deeply about human beings, is kind, sympathetic, and unselfish […], then God’s preferences are the ultimate standard for the correctness / rationality of human preference and for the goodness or badness of things.  Carson (2000, p. 250). [In the case that such a God does not exist, Carson appeals to a form of ideal observer theory.  See p. 256.]   


Carson argues that caring, kindness, sympathy, and being unselfish can be given purely descriptive characterizations.  If he is correct, it seems we can avoid the worry that God could simply declare murder to be good, etc. (the first horn of the Euthyphro dilemma), while not requiring God to appeal to prior, independent moral facts (the second horn). 


� Ultimately, I believe that such accounts of the virtues in terms of human flourishing will not work (at least, not in any straight-forward fashion).  Still, they are quite common, and will serve as an adequate example for our purposes here.


� Zangwill (2001, p. 274).


� Zangwill (2001, p. 274).


� Zangwill (2001, pp. 274-50.


� I should perhaps stress that I would not endorse this precise account of ‘humour properties’ myself, though I sympathetic to the general approach.


� I defend this account in Kawall (2002).


� Zangwill has pressed this objection in comments on an earlier version of this paper.


� Lillehammer (2002, p. 59).  Lillehammer is not in any way committed to the present virtuous ideal observer theory.


� Zangwill (2001, p. 273).


� Note that I would also reject Zangwill’s overall argument here.  It seems clear that we could pursue the approval of the virtuous precisely under the guise of pursuing the morally good or right.  Similarly, if there were non-naturalistic moral properties we could pursue them precisely because we wished to pursue the morally good or right qua morally good or right (and not only insofar as they are non-natural properties).





