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In Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (ELP), Bernard Williams declared
that “ethical thought has no chance of being everything it seems.”! This
cryptic and provocative remark went mostly unnoticed by his reviewers.?
Yet, as I will argue, it expresses a variety of practical skepticism which is
central to Williams’ thought and which deserves more attention than it re-
ceives. In what follows, I’ll mainly discuss Williams’ position itself, though
I ultimately hope to show that any organized body of ethical thought must
confront his particular brand of skepticism. Moreover, there is an impor-
tant twist: I argue that Williams® own positive ethical philosophy is not
exempt from this skeptical challenge, and I show that he did not clearly
appreciate just how powerful the challenge is.

My first aim is exegetical. I want to produce the best account of just what
Williams had in mind when he offered his striking thought. There has been
a temptation to see Williams as simply echoing a variety of skepticism pop-
ularized by John Mackie, but I believe that it is of the utmost importance
to see that Williams could not have meant to draw on Mackie’s distinctly
metaphysical brand of skepticism. Fundamentally, I will argue, Williams
was telling us that any reflective, normative justification for our ethical
dispositions will not match the justification that naturally comes along with
such dispositions in ethical experience. The resulting post-reflective state
should be described as a form of practical alienation, distinct from the
metaphysical skepticism described by Mackie.

My second aim is more critical. I will argue that Williams’ skepticism
about ethical thought has devastating consequences for his own well-
known arguments against various moral theories. The point will take
some time to draw out, but it can be stated fairly simply. Williams wanted
to claim that moral theory alienates agents from their projects and rela-
tionships, but his own skepticism about ethical thought implies that this
sort of alienation is inevitable for reflective beings like us. I’ll survey two
possible solutions to the problem, but in the end I conclude that Williams
cannot evade it. Furthermore, I’ll finish with an argument designed to
show that no ethical theory can avoid a confrontation with Williams’
skeptical position.
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These preliminaries aside, I’ll now provide what I take to be the best in-
terpretation of the claim in question. What does it mean to say that ethics
cannot be everything it seems to be?

Practical alienation

Let’s canvass a couple of possibilities, if only to dismiss them. One argu-
ment begins with an absolute distinction between factual and evaluative
statements. Since, the argument goes, a complete description of the world
and of our place in it will just be a list of factual statements, this descrip-
tion can contain no evaluative statements. Therefore, a complete factual
understanding of the world and our place in it will fail to vindicate ethics.

A second line of thought, attributable to Mackie, begins with the claim
that moral phenomenology presupposes the existence of entities which
possess an objective “to-be-doneness,” and concludes that morality suffers
from massive presupposition failure since we have no reason to believe in
such entities.’

It is important to distinguish these forms of skepticism about ethics from
Williams’ own. As we will see, the sort of reflective inquiry that generates
his troubling conclusion is not purely factual, whatever that turns out to
mean. Nor is it metaphysical inquiry into the nature of the entities which
compose the world. Rather, it begins within ethics, so to speak. It is sys-
tematic, empirically informed investigation into the normative standing of
our ethical beliefs and practices, performed in the light of what we already
value. Since it operates mainly under the shadow of Mackie’s challenge,
contemporary metaethics is firmly focused on “placing” ethics in the nat-
ural world, but when Williams claims that ethics is not what it seems, he
is not registering the failure of that project. Thus, Williams appears to be
advocating for a distinct form of ethical skepticism, one which is not well
represented in contemporary philosophy, and one which would remain
pressing even if metaethicists managed to place ethical facts in the world.
Perhaps, then, it deserves more attention than it has received.

That said, it is not entirely clear what Williams’ skepticism amounts to,
and I’ll now proceed to offer a reading of the relevant texts. We should be-
gin with his own elaboration on the claim in question:

The hope for truthfulness, next, is essentially that ethical thought
should stand up to reflection, and that its institutions and practices
should be capable of becoming transparent. I have tried to say why eth-
ical thought has no chance of being everything it seems. Even if ethical
thought had a foundation in determinate conceptions of well-being, the
consequences of that could lie only in justifying a disposition to accept
certain ethical statements, rather than in showing, directly, the truth of
those statements: but this is not how it would naturally appear to those
who accepted them.*
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Let’s tease apart and clarify the various thoughts involved in these remarks.
We begin with reflective inquiry into the normative status of our ethical beliefs
and practices. We move to a best-case scenario, where a true moral theory is
actually discovered, or where a determinate foundation for ethical beliefs and
practices is successfully defended. We discover that this reflective vindication
of ethics is out of step with how it will “naturally appear” to ethical agents.
This, we are told, is because this story merely vindicates the disposition to
have those beliefs, and not the beliefs themselves.

This is more than a little puzzling. What does it mean to say that ethi-
cal thought “naturally appears” a certain way to people? Moreover, how
exactly does it “naturally appear,” and why is this appearance out of step
with the justification provided by reflective inquiry?

In the following sections, I will argue that Williams® position contains
three elements. First, a distinction between the “inside” and “outside” per-
spectives in ethics, second, a corresponding distinction between direct and
indirect justification, and third, the idea of a personal project or social
practice which is undermined by conflicts between the deliverances of the
two perspectives. These ideas, taken together, guarantee that ethics cannot
be everything that it seems to be.

“Inside” and “outside” perspectives

Reflective inquiry into our beliefs and practices involves adopting a per-
spective that Williams termed the “outside” perspective. It is important
to distinguish this perspective from Sidgwick’s “point of view of the uni-
verse,” a perspective Williams consistently derided as a philosopher’s fic-
tion. Williams’ outside perspective is not supposed to involve examining
our ethical beliefs and practices sub specie aeternitatis, nor is it supposed
to suspend the influence of the dispositions and values which constitute our
practical identities.

That said, the idea of an “inside” or an “outside” perspective is not at
all clear. Like Thomas Nagel’s related distinction between subjective and
objective perspectives, it can be accused of being purely metaphorical.®
However, it is clear that Williams believed the distinction to be of crucial
importance, and as such, it is surprising that so little scholarly attention has
been paid to it.® In what follows, I’ll try to remedy that situation.

Any philosopher who speaks of “standing back” from one’s ethical dis-
positions owes us a psychologically realistic account of just what is going
on when an agent performs this maneuver. Indeed, it is somewhat unfortu-
nate that the metaphor of “standing back” is far more often invoked than
explained in contemporary moral philosophy. Williams’ opposition to Sidg-
wick’s somewhat extravagant portrayal leaves him with a problem: that
of explaining how an agent can “stand back” from her dispositions while
nonetheless continuing to inhabit a practical perspective which is consti-
tuted by those same dispositions.
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Here is what Williams should say. In evaluating a particular disposition
“from the outside,” we simulate the practical reasoning of an agent who
does not have the disposition. We try to justify our possession of the dispo-
sition to an imaginary person who has some of our other dispositions but
who doesn’t have the particular one under scrutiny. Of course, we don’t
consciously imagine an actual conversation, rather, a subpersonal process
carries out a kind of conversation between two practical reasoners, one
with the disposition and the other without it. This simulational mechanism
is familiar from contemporary discussions of “mindreading,” of our ability
to predict and interpret the actions of other persons. In his own discussion
of action-interpretation, Williams explicitly endorsed this model, now most
closely associated with Alvin Goldman.”

My suggestion is that he could draw upon features of this mechanism
itself to explain what the outside perspective amounts to. Williams can say
that the “outside” perspective is so named because it involves addressing
the perspective of a simulated other. Plausibly, we learn how simulate in
this way via our interactions with actual others whose evaluative perspec-
tives differ from our own.® Notice that the model itself implies something
that is absolutely crucial to Williams’ anti-Sidgwickian stance, namely, that
in adopting the outside perspective we do not leave all of our evaluative dis-
positions behind.” It is still @ particular person who performs the “standing
back” maneuver.

Yet, this model implies that the vindication provided by the outside per-
spective must be indirect in a sense I will now define.

Direct and indirect vindications

The next key to Williams’ distinction lies in the kinds of justification pro-
vided by the two perspectives. In the quoted passage from the postscript to
ELP, Williams’ use of the word “directly” provides an interpretive key. For
some proposition P, he contrasts an account which “justifi[es] a disposition
to accept” P with an account that “shows, directly” the truth of P. Thus,
imagine a person who judges that some friend is worthy of his loyalty.
According to Williams, the “outside” perspective on this judgment cannot
deliver the conclusion that the person really deserves that loyalty. Rather,
the best we can hope for, from this perspective, is an account which shows
that the making of this judgment is somehow valuable by the lights of some
other set of values.

Something like this is suggested by what has just been said about “out-
side” simulation. Consider again my loyalty to a friend. If the outside per-
spective on that disposition involves simulating the practical perspective of
an agent who is not loyal to my friend, then this (imagined) other cannot
possess any of the positive evaluations, emotional attachments, and histor-
ical experiences that help to constitute the disposition itself (my loyalty).
But they are therefore not going to be swayed by appeals to those very
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factors, which might serve to directly vindicate the thought that my par-
ticular friend is worthy of my loyalty. So, I am forced to relate my having
the disposition to distinct things that the imagined other might value. This
will be an indirect vindication, since it will explain the value of the judg-
ment implicit in my loyalty not by citing its truth, but by relating it to some
other set of values which is promoted or honored by my disposition to be
loyal.!”

This justificatory mismatch must be a key part of the story since Williams
is clear in the quoted passage that the distinction between direct and indi-
rect justification is key to his skepticism. Yet, I want to briefly argue that
if this were all that Williams had meant to say, then his position would be
uninteresting and very probably false.

Williams may have been tempted to say that ethics “naturally” appears
to agents under the guise of evaluative judgments which appear to sim-
ply be true without qualification, but this claim would surely rely on an
overly simplistic picture of ethical experience. After all, ethical agents
combine direct and indirect thoughts as a matter of routine practice. In
Shame and Necessity, Williams himself provides the example of Ajax, who
combines the simple thought that he “must” commit suicide with a series
of higher-order thoughts about shame, about his relations to others, and
about his status as a warrior.!! To take another example, we do not need
to be Rule-Utilitarians to see that “what if everyone acted this way?” is a
basic ethical thought, as “natural” a part of ethical experience as any. Yet,
the thought is manifestly a search for an indirect vindication of a first-order
commitment, a vindication conducted in terms of some other, distinct set
of values.

The outside perspective is no less “natural” than the inside one, and its
appearances have as good a claim to be included among the ethical ap-
pearances. Why should a theoretical story—which merely tells us how to
think when we occupy this wholly natural “outside” perspective—alienate
us from our projects? And given the ubiquity of indirect reflection in ethical
life, why should the mere distinction between direct and indirect justifica-
tion deliver the conclusion that ethics is something other than it seems to be?

Though I believe we are now close to the correct reading, Williams can-
not just have meant to highlight the fact that the “outside” perspective gives
us indirect vindications of our beliefs and practices since those justifications
are as much a part of ordinary ethical practice as anything else. There must
be more to Williams’ pessimism, and to discover what it is, we need to look
at a distinct sort of practical situation which consistently fascinated and
troubled him.

Substantive conflict

Williams certainly meant, in the quoted passages, to highlight the dis-
tinction between a direct vindication and an indirect vindication of some
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ethical judgment. But as we have seen, he could not have meant to suggest
that the “outside” perspective is something that philosophers invented and
imposed upon first-order practice. Rather, he was also concerned to point
out that the deliverances of the two modes can produce a certain psycho-
logical conflict in reflective agents. In other words, the difficulty is not due
to formal differences between direct and indirect justification, it is due to
tensions within the actual content of the justifications provided.

This idea is already implicit in the famous case of Jim and the villagers,
where Jim’s first-order commitment to nonviolence is in question.'” An
indirect utilitarian is happy to say that this commitment is a good com-
mitment to have, and for obvious reasons: it tends to maximize the good.
Yet, Jim’s situation is precisely one in which his disposition will prevent
him from maximizing the good since a violent act will save many lives.'?
Thus, his natural sense that violence is to be avoided conflicts with the
thought that in this particular type of case, violence can maximize the
good.

In his final book, Truth and Truthfulness (TT), Williams summarized
the consequences of this situation in the following way:

The trouble is that an agent... has no thought to fall back on except
that it is Utilitarianly valuable that he should have this disposition,
and this leaves no content to the disposition: he has no thoughts with
which to counter the consideration that some alternative action in this
situation is the one that has the best Utilitarian consequences.'*

If the outside perspective on Jim’s disposition reveals that it is valuable
because it generally produces good consequences, and if Jim accepts this,
then there is a very real sense in which he no longer has the disposition in
question. A settled disposition to avoid violence simply is the instinctive re-
fusal to commit acts of violence; once it is regulated by reflection on general
consequences, it loses the sense of “practical necessity” which, Williams
claimed, accompanies our most basic ethical dispositions.!> This is what
he meant when he described such dispositions as having “momentum,” or,
elsewhere, “a certain depth or thickness”: phenomenologically, they appear
as convictions that a certain behavior must or must not be performed.®

Williams is telling us that it is a deep fact about human beings that a gap
must always open up between the two perspectives just described. Ordi-
nary human commitments can be psychologically undermined if the out-
side, reflective mode is given priority, as Jim’s commitment to nonviolence
may be destroyed by his wholehearted acceptance of indirect utilitarianism.
This is reflectively induced practical alienation in a nutshell.

At the social level, there are analogous dangers of institutional collapse
in the face of external reflection. Edward Craig gives the useful example
of a group of impoverished and endangered people who band together and
enthrone a Hobbesian sovereign. Their shared, explicit justification for
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enacting this contract lies in the mutual security of all participants. But, for
very ordinary reasons, a troublesome situation arises:

Then a rebellion breaks out and I am ordered into action to put it down,
whereupon it becomes vitally important that I should have acquired a
loyalty to the sovereign that is not simply a matter of my enthusiasm for
the function for which he was enthroned. The idea was that he would
keep the peace and obviate the danger of early and violent death, but
early and violent death is exactly what I and my comrades are now fac-
ing, in his service. So it seems that our best bet would be to walk away
from the battlefield, leaving the monarch incompetent to do that very
thing for which the monarchy was created. Its very function, in other
words, requires that there be subjects whose loyalty to it is not just a
matter of their belief that it fulfills that function.!”

Craig’s example helps to bring out something that the case of Jim does not:
this kind of clash between first-order dispositions and higher-order justifi-
cations is not really the stuff of fanciful philosophical thought experiments.
Rather, it grows out of the conditions of human life itself.

After all, we are beings who must form long-term dispositions to nav-
igate our physical and social worlds given limited cognitive resources.'
Moreover, collective action is premised on the formation of such dis-
positions; without them, we could not really rely on one another in any
deep sense. Craig’s subjects are loyal to their King, and the function of
this disposition is to override the search for higher-order justifications,
precisely because those higher-order justifications can easily erode their all-
important instinctive commitment to the shared project.!” For these (and
other) reasons, the idea that we could eliminate this structural feature of
human society is almost certainly a fantasy.

But this entails that human ethical practices and institutions can never be
fully transparent to those who participate in them since reflective inquiry
into their value has the tendency to undermine or destroy them. Or, to put
it another way, ethics has no chance of being everything that it seems. This
is neither a deliverance of purely metaphysical inquiry nor a revelation pro-
duced by looking at our lives from a God’s-eye perspective. It is, rather, a
form of practical alienation that is faced by any reflective agent in a recog-
nizably human social world.

A case study

At this point, we should address a potentially troublesome question.
Surely, if this undermining effect is to be a real concern for us, we should
be able to locate it in the world, that is, we should be able to find instances
in which an agent taking the outside perspective has seriously threatened
to undermine his or her deepest commitments. I take this demand very
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seriously: the mere spinning-out of a conceptual and moral-psychological
theory which entails that there is a real practical problem facing human
beings is never sufficient to show that there is a real practical problem
facing human beings.

Fortunately, a recent pair of utilitarian writers has (unwittingly) provided
us with a perfect case study. I refer here to Peter Singer and Katarzyna de
Lazari-Radek’s recent admission—in a book defending Sidgwick’s “eso-
teric” utilitarianism—that the theory itself may well deliver the verdict that
people shouldn’t write books advocating belief in esoteric utilitarianism.
“Arguably,” they note in a chapter defending esoteric theory, “we should
not even have written this chapter.”?? It is not hard to see why, since es-
oteric utilitarianism is only meant to be believed in secret by a group of
elites, and the best way to keep the secret is hardly to have a book defending
the theory published by the largest academic press in the English-speaking
world. Here, Singer and de Lazari-Radek are confronted with a situa-
tional conflict between their personal commitment to an identity-defining
project—academic writing—and a certain utilitarian version of the “out-
side” perspective on that project. Since we are reading these passages, we
already know which side won the battle. To justify what looks like a viola-
tion of their own professed principles, they write:

[I]n a book on Sidgwick, to fail to discuss the topic of esoteric mo-
rality would be to leave the impression that on this issue Sidgwick’s
stance—and therefore utilitarianism in general—is indefensible. That
impression could also have bad consequences.?!

Williams, I believe, would have been troubled by what is almost certainly
a failure of truthfulness here. Singer and de Lazari-Radek seem unwilling
to simply admit that they love academic writing, that philosophy is some-
thing to which they have devoted their lives, and that the dissemination
of true ethical ideas is enormously important to them, consequences be
damned. But this is not what they say. Instead, they choose to describe
their decision to publish their theory as the outcome of utilitarian rea-
soning. Moreover, the reasoning itself is hard to process: an esoteric util-
itarian, by definition, should want most of the population to think that
utilitarianism is indefensible. By the lights of the theory, that is a good
consequence, not a bad one. Because the utilitarian reasoning itself is inad-
equate, we should conclude that Singer and de Lazari-Radek’s motivating
reasons were grounded in love and commitment, and not on their accept-
ance of any ethical theory.

Yet, because the activity they love is so hard to justify by the lights of
the particular version of “outside” reflection they have adopted, we should
also conclude that wholehearted prioritization of that perspective could
very well destroy their project. These are the real-world dangers of the
outside perspective, dangers which are only avoided by simply switching
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off that perspective entirely. Moreover, these effects are not confined to
utilitarian philosophers: an analogous practical problem faces any moral
philosopher whose preferred conception of right action does not harmo-
nize well with the extraordinary amount of time, energy, and public re-
sources he or she expends in the tortuous search for the correct theory of
right action.

This ends my discussion of the skepticism Williams advocated in ELP.
As the case study helps to show, the skepticism amounts to the claim that a
recognizably human agent cannot have a life at all while giving deliberative
priority to a higher-order or “outside” vindication of that life. As I will
now argue, however, Williams’ deep skepticism may be his own undoing. If
ethics cannot be everything that it seems, then Williams’ well-known and
influential attacks on moral theory seem to lose a great deal of force.

The inevitability of inauthenticity

In Utilitarianism: For and Against, Williams claimed to have identified a
way in which utilitarianism alienates agents from their projects. Accept-
ance of the theory, he claimed, threatens to eradicate the very dispositions
around which ethical life is built.?? A very similar thought is implicit in
the famous “one thought too many” problem for Kantian ethics, where it
is suggested that the search for a higher-order justification for saving one’s
spouse will undermine one’s commitment to the relationship.?? These argu-
ments have achieved canonical status, and Utilitarians and Kantians have
spent a great deal of energy responding to them.

But now, in ELP, we have something much more ambitious than a par-
ticular argument against a particular ethical theory. What we have is a
global claim that no reflective inquiry can make ethical thought and prac-
tice fully transparent without producing practical alienation. What began
its life as a specific critique of J.J.C. Smart’s view has become a universal
solvent which will destroy any attempt to make ethics stand up to reflec-
tion. Since Williams insists that “there is no route back” from the reflective
life, he now faces a very serious problem: in what sense is it a criticism of
an ethical theory that its acceptance produces a scenario which we already
inhabit, one from which there is virtually no escape?

From Williams® writings on utilitarianism and on Kantian ethics, one
certainly gets the sense that he believed in some alternative, non-alienated
state of affairs which was waiting for those of us who shared his insights
about the ways in which such theories could distort our lives. In “Persons,
Character and Morality,” alienation was traced to the “impartial moral
consciousness” which feels “unease” at the possibility of conflict with the
immediate demands of friendship and love.”* And in Utilitarianism: For
and Against alienation was said to be the result of our adopting a “purely
utilitarian point of view.” Kantian and utilitarian theories are models for
how “outside” reflection should work, and Williams claimed that each
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results in practical alienation. Yet, in ELP, we find him claiming that any
“outside” reflection must produce that same alienation.

This is a very serious problem, one which threatens to undermine many
interesting arguments in ELP itself. Consider, for example, Williams” crit-
icism of R.M. Hare’s theory. Hare famously recommends two levels of
moral thinking, intuitive and critical. Most of the time, Hare permits us
to act instinctively on our ethical dispositions. However, some of our time
must be spent in what he called the “cool hour,” within which we suspend
our commitment to those dispositions and critically inquire into their util-
itarian value. The passage from ELP in which Williams criticizes this view
is very revealing:

Is there anywhere in the mind or in society that a theory of this kind
can be coherently or acceptably located? The theory finds a value for
these dispositions, but it is still an instrumental value... This is what
those dispositions look like when seen from outside, from the point
of view of the utilitarian consciousness. But it is not what they seem
from the inside. Indeed, the utilitarian argument implies that they
should not seem like that from the inside. The dispositions help to
form the character of an agent who has them, and they will do the job
the theory has given them only if the agent does not see his character
purely instrumentally, but sees the world from the point of view of that
character.?’

Notice that this is precisely the same “gap” between inside and outside
perspectives that must, according to Williams, destroy any attempt to make
ethics stand up to reflection. According to this (putative) criticism, Hare’s
theory asks us to be like the subjects in Craig’s example, where moments
of reflection on the true function of our dispositions coexist, in an unstable
manner, with our wholehearted commitments. This sounds like a nasty
state to be in. But, again, if Williams is right, and 7o reflective inquiry can
make ethical life transparent and still preserve it, then it is the state that any
reflective ethical agent must be in if she is to have such a life at all. Williams
asks, rhetorically, where such a theory could be “coherently or acceptably
located,” but the answer to this question is now plain: Hare’s theory can be
located precisely in the alienated human consciousness, which is doomed to
vacillate between conflicting justifications.?®

The point, I hope, has been made clear. One of Williams” most enduring
ideas is that certain ethical theories threaten to produce a kind of practical
alienation in us. Yet, if there is no alternative to this state, then this is not
a criticism of such theories. In fact, it turns out that theories such as Hare’s
are realistic in a highly desirable way: they correctly describe the structure
of ordinary ethical experience. What can Williams say in response to this
criticism? In the following two sections, I’ll canvass two possible lines of
response, arguing that neither solves this problem.
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The tragedy of truth and truthfulness

Here, those familiar with Williams’ work will note that he suggested that
at least some of our commitments could be made transparent to reflection
in the right way. In ELP, he wrote:

While ethical thought will never entirely appear as what it is, and can
never fully manifest the fact that it rests in human dispositions, this
will present greater obstacles to reflection in some conditions of ethical
thought than in others. One thing that will make a difference is the ex-
tent to which ethical life can still rely on what I have called thick ethical
concepts. They are indeed open to being unseated by reflection, but zo
the extent that they survive it, a practice that uses them is more stable
in face of the general, structural reflections about the truth of ethical
judgments than a practice that does not use them.?”

Indeed, TT is precisely an attempt to show that the thick concept “truthful-
ness” can survive reflection. Indeed, the book may be nothing less than an
attempt to partially rescue us from the sort of deep and pervasive practical
alienation I’ve described here. However, as I now hope to show, Williams’
attempt is ultimately #ragic in a special sense. After a philosophical lifetime
spent casting scorn on a mode of reasoning which alienates us from our
projects, Williams finds himself unable to avoid that very mode of rea-
soning. He faces a problem: how to underwrite or reflectively vindicate
our dispositions to truthfulness in a manner that is distinct from the sort
of vindication provided by utilitarian such as Hare. I do not think that he
solves this problem, at least, not here.

Let us remind ourselves that this mode of reasoning essentially involves
instrumentalizing our dispositions, portraying them, in Williams own apt
phrase, as “devices for generating states of affairs.” A sophisticated con-
sequentialist like Hare will recommend that we generally act on our most
familiar dispositions, trusting that they are appropriately responsive to the
ethical facts. Yet, they recommend this only because doing so is conducive
to the general good, and not because the beliefs implicit in the dispositions
themselves are true. We are thus invited to view our own dispositions merely
as parts of the causal nexus, and as we have seen, Williams believed that
this “outside” perspective produces practical alienation or inauthenticity.

Unfortunately, it is very difficult to see how Williams avoids instrumen-
talizing truthfulness in precisely the same way. He claims to be doing more,
but at crucial moments in the book, we are left with nothing but very gen-
eral claims about how our dispositions to be sincere and accurate support,
in a basically causal sense, other states of affairs that we value.

In the first half of TT, Williams spends some time showing that a fic-
tional genealogy of truthfulness can deliver the conclusion that the virtues
of truth are of immense instrumental value for human beings. Of course,
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for the reasons just outlined, he recognized that this was not enough, and
he went on to suggest that given a suitably sophisticated conception of in-
trinsic value, the real history of truthfulness could illustrate its intrinsic
value to us. Briefly, he wanted us to see an intrinsic value as one which
could be coherently related to other things we value, such as scientific ac-
tivity, non-tyrannical political systems, and even authenticity itself. This
relation, again, was supposed to be distinct from the means-ends relation
characteristic of instrumental value.?® By illustrating the social history of
these values, he aimed to show that truthfulness is deeply related to those
values. He argued that the development of such things as science, democ-
racy, and authenticity was intimately bound up with the increased valuation
of truthfulness. This “filling in” of the earlier genealogy with real history
was supposed to enable Williams to pull off the requisite trick, to provide
an evaluative foundation for truthfulness which could be wholeheartedly
accepted by someone with the dispositions itself.?’

The difficulty may be put quite simply: this argument is a paradigmatic
example of the “outside” perspective at work, the very perspective which,
according to Williams himself, cannot directly vindicate any first-order com-
mitment. The vindication is as indirect as any sophisticated consequentialist
account. It doesn’t matter if we grant Williams to right to call truthfulness
“intrinsically” valuable; nor does it matter that truthfulness is a thick eth-
ical concept. These issues, unfortunately, are orthogonal to the skeptical
position I’'m considering in this paper. What matters is the structure of the
vindication itself. It does not show that it is simply good to be truthful.
Rather, it is a higher-order, reflective story which takes very general social
goods and relates them to our dispositions to be truthful. It is indeed a vin-
dicatory story, but as the quotation at the outset of this paper makes clear,
that doesn’t address the problem at all, since Williams’ skepticism is sup-
posed to have force even in the presence of a successful vindication of ethics.
Recall that even if some bit of our ethical thought is vindicated,

the consequences of that could lie only in justifying a disposition to
accept certain ethical statements, rather than in showing, directly, the
truth of those statements: but this is not how it would naturally appear
to those who accepted them.

For my own part, I simply cannot see how Williams circa 2003 avoids the
very trap that he himself had constructed for other theorists, circa 1985.
This is why I say that T'T is a tragic book: in it, Williams becomes ensnared
by a certain very subtle trap, one which had been designed and set by a
younger version of himself.

That said, it might be suggested that Williams has a different response
to this problem, one grounded in his (apparent) commitment to a certain
kind of subjectivism about justification. It is to this second strategy that I
now turn.
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Subjectivism and alienation

In “Moral Luck,” Williams described a fictionalized Gauguin who aban-
dons his family to pursue an artistic project. Williams’ stated aim in the
paper was to “explore and uphold the claim that in such a situation the only
thing that will justify [Gauguin’s] choice will be success itself.” Yet, he im-
mediately qualified this claim:

One should be warned already, however, that, even if Gauguin can be
ultimately justified, that need not provide him with any way of justify-
ing himself to others... Thus he may have no way of bringing it about
that those who suffer from his decision will have no justified ground
of reproach. Even if he succeeds, he will not acquire a right that they
accept what he has to say.3°

And later, he writes that the family’s complaints “are, indeed, justified,”
even in the case where Gauguin’s project succeeds.’! How are we to make
sense of this?

In spite of his refusal to explicitly endorse any such position, one stand-
ard interpretive route is to read Williams as a kind of subjectivist about
justification. Sharon Street and Derek Parfit, for example, have recently in-

terpreted Williams along these lines.3? The position might look something
like this:

Subjectivism: X truly judges that action A is justified iff X has an eval-
uative framework according to which it is all-things-considered best to
perform A, given complete factual knowledge of the situation. 3

But subjectivism, it must be stressed, is a theory about how the “outside”
perspective ought to conduct its business. In other words, it is a perfectly
general theory, a formula which enables us to determine the normative sta-
tus of any action whatsoever. Here, I must tangentially mention that this
feature of subjectivism explains Williams’ refusal to endorse it: subjectiv-
ism is a theory, and as such it would be odd for this most trenchant of anti-
theorists to embrace it. Furthermore, contrary to numerous conflations that
crop up over and over again in the literature, Williams’ internal reasons
thesis does not entail subjectivism about reasons.>*

Nonetheless, let us grant, for the sake of argument, that he could have
held this position. If he did, it would be consistent for him to say, as he
seems to say, that Gauguin can rightly feel justified in abandoning his fam-
ily and that his family need not accept or acknowledge his justification.
Each is correct to think as they do, given their respective evaluative frame-
works. Moreover, it might be thought that this sort of position can save
Williams from the objection I am raising in this paper. The objection, recall,
is that Williams has painted himself into something of a skeptical corner.
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He criticized various moral theories for producing a certain kind of prac-
tical alienation, but he subsequently developed an argument according to
which that sort of alienation is inevitable for creatures like us. This, again,
is because of a certain mismatch between the deliverances of the “outside”
perspective and the natural sense of justification that comes along with
taking the “inside” perspective on our own dispositions.

The suggestion under consideration therefore amounts to the following:
by embracing a theory of justification which defines correct action in terms
of an agent’s evaluative scheme, it will never be possible for the outside
and inside perspectives to conflict. Since the beliefs implicit in the inside
perspective arise directly from the very psychological elements which form
the basis of a subjectivist theory of justification, it will (we suppose) always
be the case that an agent is justified in following through on their deepest
commitments. Jim will feel as though he can’t shoot the villager, and he
will be justified in refusing to do so. Singer and de Lazari-Radek will feel
as though they must publish their book, and they will be justified in doing
so. The inside and outside perspectives will always harmonize, and as such,
subjectivism is a one-shot antidote to practical alienation.

Yet, a further problem looms, one that becomes salient when we take
Williams at his word about Gauguin. For what is it that Gauguin believes
(from the inside) when he is compelled to pursue his art? Certainly not that
he desires to be a successful artist and that this desire provides him with
all the justification he needs. Rather, the putative justificatory work will be
done—as Williams explicitly says it will—by the prospect of success. That
possible-future state of affairs itself will seem reason-providing, and not his
present desire for it. And he is no outlier, here: rarely do agents wholeheart-
edly pursue patterns of action while thinking that are justified solely by the
presence of their desires, or by the fact that they happen to make certain
evaluative judgments. Using the example of generosity, Williams himself
acknowledged this near-truism:

The characteristic and basic expression of a moral disposition in delib-
eration is not a premiss which refers to that disposition—it is not the
basic characteristic of a generous man’s deliberations that they use the
premiss ‘I am a generous man’... Though the generous man is partly
characterised by what goes into his deliberations, it is not that what
goes into them are reflections on his generosity.>’

Thus, even on a subjectivist theory of justification, the outside perspective
virtually guarantees practical alienation, since the theoretical vindication of
our dispositions will very often be completely out of step with how things
“naturally appear” to us when we inhabit those same dispositions. Instead
of directing me toward the value that appears to inhere in various persons,
objects, or states of affairs, subjectivism redirects agents to their own psy-
chology. This is a paradigm instance of indirect justification, and it is no
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less jarring than the utilitarian story, which redirects me toward the general
good. If utilitarianism is to be rejected for undermining our integrity, then
we must reject subjectivism on precisely the same grounds, since whole-
hearted acceptance of subjectivism would rob us of the outwardness or
world-directedness that Williams himself argued was essential to integrity.

Having explored what I take to be the two most promising escape routes,
and having shown that they do not permit escape, I conclude that the skep-
ticism articulated in ELP weakens Williams’ highly influential criticisms
of particular ethical theories. This is because his negative appraisal of such
theories is only justified if they lead to an avoidable state of affairs. How-
ever, as Williams’ own attempts in TT show, broadly naturalistic reflection
on the value of our dispositions ends up instrumentalizing those disposi-
tions, and it therefore threatens to alienate agents from their own projects.
And as our discussion of normative subjectivism has shown, even a theory
which defines practical justification in terms of our own commitments will
certainly fail to capture the way that ethical life seems to us, from the inside.

Williams ought to have insisted that the only antidote to this inevita-
ble practical alienation is itself practical. That is, all we can do, given his
assumptions, is re-inhabit the inside perspective and simply live out our
dispositions, refusing to see them as justified only by the lights of a higher-
order theory. However, other theorists might wish to take another route
and attack his skepticism at its roots. Consequentialists, in particular, may
want to question entirely the normative authority of the “inside” perspec-
tive on ethics to deny that practical alienation is of any real significance. I'll
conclude by arguing that this move is not feasible, since there is an impor-
tant sense in which the inside perspective is logically prior to the outside
one, even for a consequentialist.

The priority of the “inside” perspective

Some ethical theories self-consciously start with the inside perspective. For
example, one of Kant’s most influential arguments begins with the claim
that each agent is committed to the value of his or her own agency, in virtue
of having goals at all. He then moves to the claim that we must value any
instantiation of human agency as such.3® The move is much-disputed, but
its starting point is recognizably the agent’s own private perspective on his
or her values.

Consequentialists ordinarily avoid giving any special priority to the par-
ticular standpoint of any agent. This, of course, is meant to be a strength
of this type of theory: by prioritizing the general good, such a theory can
avoid giving any pride of place to prejudice, self-indulgence, or subjective
arbitrariness. However, as Williams himself pointed out, a purely imper-
sonal standpoint is of little help to a consequentialist.

“The good of any one individual,” Sidgwick famously wrote, “is of no
more importance, from the point of view of the Universe, than the good
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of any other.”” This utilitarian’s claim, we should notice, is consistent
with the following proposition: no individual’s good is of any impor-
tance. The universe, it seems, has to decide that what is good for agents
is good as such, and mere impartiality cannot deliver this substantive
conclusion.

Here, the consequentialist must, in the current jargon, deploy an intu-
ition about which properties or states of affairs have intrinsic value. This
much is admitted, for example, by hardline consequentialist Joshua Greene,
who concedes that even consequentialism has to be based on an “affectively
based evaluative premise.”3® Perhaps he will suggest that the intuition that
suffering is intrinsically bad is self-evident. He will invite us to reflect upon
cases, real or imaginary, to experience this self-evidence for ourselves. He
might easily succeed in this, securing agreement among all careful, imag-
inative thinkers. We might even be moved toward an acceptance of some
form of utilitarianism. Yet, what is important about this kind of argumen-
tative move is that it straightforwardly invokes the “inside” perspective on
values. It follows that no consequentialist of this variety can question the
normative authority of the inside perspective without undermining his or
her own theory.

This may not seem obvious, but it is in fact very straightforward. The
outside perspective, as we have seen, involves justifying the value of some
object or disposition by quarantining its importance, by suspending its
weight in practical deliberation and trying to say why it has value by the
lights of some distinct set of values. However, by considering certain cases
and making pro-utilitarian judgments about them, we are not suspending
our commitment to the badness of suffering in order to say why suffering is
bad. Rather, the argument has a much more direct form: we simply allow
our disposition to judge that suffering is bad to operate normally.

The consequentialist might insist that the badness of suffering is the deliv-
erance of reason and not emotion or sentiment. This, it will be said, givesita
special authority. This maneuver is typical of intuitionist-consequentialists,
who follow Sidgwick in describing certain substantive evaluative claims
as rational intuitions, or “intuitive propositions of real clearness and cer-
tainty.” However, this point is entirely orthogonal to the question I am
considering. At no point have I suggested that either the inside or outside
perspectives is “rational” or “emotional,” nor have I denied that our firm-
est convictions are accompanied by a certain sense of clarity and certainty.
What I am suggesting is that this certainty cannot, logically, be delivered
by the outside perspective since it is that very certainty which is suspended
by the outside perspective. Moreover, the distinction itself is exclusive and
exhaustive since either one suspends an evaluative commitment in seeking
to justify it or one does not. It follows that the fundamental evaluative judg-
ment(s) lying at the base of any consequentialist theory must be the product
of the inside perspective, and that it is disastrous for the consequentialist to
call that perspective into question.
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The argument over consequentialism can proceed from here, and the
contours of that debate are by now familiar. However, it should now be
clear that no system of ethical thought, consequentialist or otherwise, can
avoid a confrontation with Williams’ particular brand of skepticism, which
is often passed over in favor of more dramatic, metaphysical skepticisms.
But Williams’ problem arises from a few very simple, intuitive facts. We
can take up one of two conflicting perspectives on our values, and neither
perspective is discardable, even in principle.

What do we do with these apparent facts? What would non-alienating
reflection on our values look like, and would we even want such a thing?
These are some of the more central questions bequeathed to us by ELP, and
they remain as pressing today as they did three decades ago, even if recent
writings in ethics show little interest in them. I sincerely hope that renewed
attention to this book will allow us to see the skeptical problem for what it
is, and that moral philosophers will once again think deeply about the ways
in which their theoretical activity can come into conflict with the exigencies
of human life.
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