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Abstract

A central issue in practical philosophy concerns the relation

between moral blameworthiness and normative reasons. As

there has been little of direct exchange between the debate

on reasons and the debate on blameworthiness, this topic has

not received the attention it deserves. In this paper, I consider

two notions about blameworthiness and reasons that are fun-

damental in respective field. The two notions might seem

incontrovertible when considered individually, but I argue that

they together entail claims that are highly contentious. In par-

ticular, I maintain that they entail unreasonable and contradic-

tory claims since the practices of moral blame and rational

criticism diverge with regard to three dimensions: justification,

response, and function. Thus, we need to give up one of the

principal notions. The solutions to this puzzle suggest that the

connection between reasons and rationality is weaker than

standardly presumed in metaethics.

1 | INTRODUCTION

A key topic in practical philosophy concerns the relation between moral blameworthiness and normative reasons.

Bernard Williams famously observed that internalism about reasons appears to have difficulties to account for our

practice of blaming, and his response to this worry has generated important contributions.1 In spite of this, there has

been little of direct exchange between the debate on reasons and the debate on blameworthiness, and the topic has

not received due attention. In this paper, I consider two notions about blameworthiness and reasons that are funda-

mental in respective field. Individually, the two notions might seem incontrovertible, but I argue that they together

entail claims that are highly dubious. In particular, I maintain that they entail implausible claims because the practices

of moral blame and rational criticism differ with respect to three dimensions: justification, response, and function.

Thus, we reach a puzzle: We need to give up one of the principal notions about blameworthiness and reasons.
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The responses to the puzzle imply that the connection between reasons and rationality is weaker than what usually

is presumed in metaethics.

In the next section, I consider the two notions. According to a principal assumption in the literature on blame-

worthiness, an agent is morally blameworthy only if she has sufficiently strong reason to act otherwise than she did.

According to a principal assumption in metaethics, if an agent performs an action she has sufficiently strong reason

not to do, she is irrational in a certain respect. The two notions entail that an agent who is morally blameworthy fails

with respect to both morality and rationality. In Section 3, I spell out the practices of moral blame and rational criti-

cism along three dimensions: justification, response, and function. It is found that the mentioned claim, together with

certain uncontroversial assumptions, entails that an agent is morally blameworthy only if it is justified to direct both

moral blame and rational criticism at her. In Section 4, which is the main section of the paper, I maintain that this lat-

ter contention implies a number of further claims that are unreasonable or even contradictory in view of the fact that

morally blaming and rationally criticizing agents diverge with regard to the three dimensions. In Section 5, I spell out

the mentioned puzzle and respond to objections. The paper is focused on laying out the puzzle rather than solving it,

since the latter would require a thorough discussion. However, in Section 6, I briefly consider two solutions. The first

maintains that there is no significant conceptual connection between reasons and rationality. Interestingly, on this

alternative, my arguments provide unexpected support to a radical position in the recent debate on reasons and

rationality. The second maintains that different reasons have different connections to rationality.

2 | BLAMEWORTHINESS, NORMATIVE REASONS, AND RATIONALITY

The first fundamental notion concerns the connection between the concept of moral blameworthiness and the con-

cept of normative reasons:

(1) An agent is morally blameworthy for φing only if she has a sufficiently strong normative reason not to φ and is

fully informed.

The claim in (1) is generally presumed in the philosophical literature on blameworthiness.2 To illustrate, Anna is

morally blameworthy for neglecting to help a friend in financial trouble only if she has reason to help him and is

aware of the relevant facts. If she comes to know that he is a millionaire, she would not be blameworthy in refus-

ing to help him. It might be controversial how strong the reason entailed by blameworthiness should be assumed

to be. According to an influential view, an agent is blameworthy for φing only if she has an all-things-considered

strongest reason not to φ.3 However, this view might be regarded as problematic on several grounds.4 Therefore,

I will let the formulation “a sufficiently strong normative reason” to be neutral about how strong the reason in

question is. It is compatible with various possibilities, stretching from an all-things-considered strongest reason

not to φ, to a pro tanto reason not to φ.

The second fundamental notion concerns the connection between the concept of normative reasons and the

concept of practical rationality. In its most general formulation, it states that an agent has a reason to φ only if she

would be motivated to φ if she were rational. It is difficult to overstate the impact of this type of claim in metaethics.

It functions as a guiding idea in theorizing about normative reasons and normative judgments, in particular moral rea-

sons and moral judgments.5 In the present context, it suffices to consider a weak version of the main idea:

(2) If an agent has a sufficiently strong normative reason not to φ, then she would be overall most motivated not to

φ if she were practically rational and fully informed.

There are presumably a number of explanations of the pervasiveness of claims like (2). To start with, intuitively there

is a close connection between reasons and rationality that is reflected in ordinary thought and talk. Indeed, in
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metaethics, it is common to move seamlessly from assertions about an agent's reasons to assertions about her ratio-

nality and vice versa. Moreover, the presumption seems to be supported by reflection on certain types of reasons.

For instance, if an agent has a reason to leave the building because it is on fire and she has access to all relevant

facts, but does not leave, this is taken to indicate that she fails in rationality. Further, the presumption gets support

from various theoretical considerations. For instance, it might be maintained that the difference between “real” nor-
mative reasons—like prudential and moral reasons—and conventional reasons—like etiquette reasons—is that while

the former has a conceptually necessary connection to rationality, the latter does not.

The fact that claims like (2) standardly are assumed in metaethics is even more evident in light of the fact that it

is compatible with a variety of different views on reasons and rationality. First, it does not entail that the former can

be reduced to the latter or that the latter is more fundamental than the former. It is consequently compatible with

the contention that reasons are the primary normative concept. Indeed, it is implied by the view that rationality

should be understood in terms of responding to reasons which have become influential in the recent debate on ratio-

nality.6 Second, it does not presume any particular view of rationality, even if this concept should be understood

independently of reasons. For example, it is compatible with procedural and substantive views of rationality and vari-

ous instances of them. Third, as formulated here, it is compatible with a spectrum of views about the connection

between the strength of reason and rational motivation. It is commonly assumed that if an agent has an all-things-

considered strongest reason to φ, then she must be overall most motivated to φ, given that she is rational and fully

informed. However, there might be grounds to be skeptical about this type of reason.7 Therefore, I will let the formu-

lation “a sufficiently strong normative reason” to be neutral as to whether this is an all-things-considered strongest

reason or something weaker. Lastly, it is concerned with an agent's rationality on the condition that she is fully

informed about all relevant nonnormative facts. In the cases to be considered below, it is thus assumed that the

agents are aware of all such facts.

It is now possible to see that from (1) and (2) follow a claim about the connection between the concept of

blameworthiness and the concept of rationality: An agent is morally blameworthy for φing only if she would be over-

all most motivated not to φ if she were practically rational and fully informed. Assume that an agent would be overall

most motivated not to φ if she were rational. However, assume that she φs in which case she is overall most moti-

vated to φ. It then follows that she fails in rationality by being overall most motivated to φ. Hence, from (1) and

(2) follows:

(3) An agent is morally blameworthy for φing only if she would fail in practical rationality by being overall most moti-

vated to φ.

As we have seen, (3) follows from two notions that are seen as uncontroversial and function as background assump-

tions in practical philosophy. In spite of this, (3) itself presumably does not strike us as uncontentious or trivial. Intui-

tively, it seems that an agent might be morally blameworthy for, say, stealing without necessarily failing in rationality

by being most motivated to steal.

3 | NORMATIVE CRITICISM: MORAL BLAME AND RATIONAL CRITICISM

In the last section, it was found that two widely accepted notions in practical philosophy entail that there is a note-

worthy connection between moral blameworthiness and rationality. In this section, we will see that these notions

mean that there is an even more remarkable connection between blameworthiness and two types of normative criti-

cism: moral blame and rational criticism.

It should be uncontroversial to maintain that an agent failing with regard to a certain normative standard entails

that she is subject to normative criticism on that standard. In the present context, the standards are morality and

rationality, and the two types of criticism blame and rational criticism.
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As regards morality, failure to meet the normative standard justifies moral blame:

(4) If an agent is morally blameworthy with respect to φing, it is justified to direct moral blame at her with respect to

φing.8,9,10

Different types of normative criticism share a certain basic structure. In particular, both moral blame and rational crit-

icism entail a negative judgment that is purported to be justified on a certain ground, the judgment is accompanied

by certain responses, and the expression of it fulfils a certain function.

If an agent A morally blames another agent B for φing, she makes a negative judgment about B for φing on the

ground that B fails morally by φing. As often is emphasized, such judgments are closely associated with reactive atti-

tudes such as resentment, indignation, or guilt. If A expresses her judgment, she might use particular words

stretching from weaker to stronger depending on the nature of her criticism, such as “unkind,” “inconsiderate,”
“immoral,” “bad,” “mean,” “cruel,” “evil,” and so on. Moreover, A expressing blame to B typically has the function of

modifying B's behavior in some respect. To illustrate, if A blames B for having lied to her, A makes a negative judg-

ment about B on this ground and is likely to feel resentment toward B. Agent A might express her judgment to B by,

for example, saying that B has betrayed her confidence. Moreover, A expressing her blame, and the support she pro-

vides for it, might have the function of making B less inclined to perform such actions.

As regards rationality, failure to meet the normative standard justifies rational criticism:

(5) If an agent fails in practical rationality with respect to φing, it is justified to direct rational criticism at her with

respect to φing.

In an ordinary and nontechnical sense of “rational,” the same structure applies to rational criticism. If an agent A

directs rational criticism at another agent B for φing, she makes a negative judgment about B for φing on the ground

that B fails in rationality by φing. Moreover, the judgment might be accompanied by a negative attitude. Agent A

might use certain words to express her judgment, such as “silly,” “foolish,” “bad idea,” “unreasonable,”
“unintelligent,” “irrational,” “stupid,” “idiotic,” and so on. Derek Parfit observes:

When we call some act ‘rational’, using this word in its ordinary, non-technical, sense, we express the

kind of praise or approval that we can also express with words like ‘sensible’, ‘reasonable’, ‘intelligent’,
and ‘smart’. We use the word ‘irrational’ to express the kind of criticism that we express with words like

‘senseless’, ‘stupid’, ‘idiotic’, and ‘crazy’.11

Moreover, A expressing rational criticism to B might have a certain function in relation to B's behavior. To illus-

trate, A might criticize B for his heavy smoking and consequently judge that B fails with respect to rationality in

this regard. Agent A might express her judgment by saying that B is crazy in keeping on smoking. Moreover, A's

expressing her criticism, and the support she provides for it, might have the function of getting B reconsider his

smoking habit.

Thus, there are certain structural similarities between the practices of blame and rational criticism. The same

structure occurs as regards moral and rational praise.

What is noteworthy is that from (3), (4), and (5) follows:

(6) An agent is morally blameworthy for φing only if it is justified to direct moral blame and rational criticism at her

for being overall most motivated to φ.12

In my view, (6) should strike us as surprising. The fact that an agent is morally blameworthy entails that it is justified

to morally blame her. However, why should this fact necessarily mean that it also is justified to direct rational
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criticism at her? At the same time, (6) follows from notions that appear quite uncontroversial and are regarded as

platitudes in practical philosophy.

4 | MORAL BLAME AND RATIONAL CRITICISM: JUSTIFICATION,
RESPONSE, AND FUNCTION

In what follows, I will argue that we should take our first impression of (6) at face value: The claim is implausible and

should be denied. More precisely, (6) is mistaken because moral blame and rational criticism diverge along three

dimensions: justification, response, and function.

4.1 | The argument from different justification

In this section, I argue that (6) provides a mistaken conception of the relation between the justification of moral

blame and the justification of rational criticism.

We might start with observing that (6) faces an initial problem in that there seems to be cases where an agent is

morally blameworthy, but it does not necessarily follow that it is justified to direct rational criticism at her. Thus, it

seems that moral blame and rational criticism need not be connected in the manner entailed by (6). Consider:

Beatrix. Beatrix is a computer technician who manipulates the computer system of the tax authority,

thereby transferring a considerable amount of the taxpayers' money to her secret bank account. In

doing this, she informs herself about all the relevant facts about the system, carefully evaluates the

various options open to her, calculates the risk of being caught, etc. As a result, she has come up with

a manner of manipulating the system ensuring that no one ever will find out.

First, it is plausible to assume that on a commonsense understanding of morality, Beatrix is morally blameworthy for

manipulating the computer system, since it fulfils everyday criteria of such actions.13 As a consequence, it follows

that it is justified to morally blame her for the action. Thus, it seems accurate to claim that she was, say, “immoral,”
“greedy,” or “bad” in manipulating the system. By contrast, it seems less reasonable to think that, on a common

sense understanding of morality, it necessarily follows that it is justified to direct rational criticism at her. Thus, it

seems more doubtful that it would be accurate to claim that she was, say, “unintelligent,” “not that smart,” or “irra-
tional” in manipulating the system. Second, it is plausible to assume that on most normative theories in ethics, Bea-

trix would be blameworthy for her action, in which case it follows that it is justified to blame her, although they

disagree about the grounds for blaming her. However, it does not seem to be the case that these theories, in general,

imply that it would be justified to direct rational criticism at her.14

There are reasons to think that (6) faces a more serious problem because it means that what would justify ratio-

nal criticism of an agent needs to be identical to what justifies moral blame of her. According to (6), if an agent is

morally blameworthy for performing an action, it is justified to direct both moral blame and rational criticism at her.

This claim raises the following question: What is it that justifies blame and rational criticism in such cases? The claims

that lead up to (6) entail a particular answer to this question: What would justify rational criticism must be the same

as what justifies moral blame. To see this, let us consider the claims that lead up to (6). First, an agent is morally

blameworthy for performing an action only if she has a sufficiently strong reason not to perform it. It is her failure to

abide by this reason that justifies directing moral blame at her. (From (1) and (4)). Second, if an agent has a suffi-

ciently strong reason not to perform an action, she would be overall most motivated not to do it if she were rational

and fully informed. It is her failure to abide by this reason that justifies directing rational criticism at her. (From

(2) and (5)). It follows: If it is justified to morally blame an agent for performing an action because she has a
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sufficiently strong reason not to do it, it would be justified to rationally criticize her for performing the action

because she has that very reason not to perform it.

However, it seems implausible to assume that the reason which would make it justified to direct rational criti-

cism at an agent for performing an action needs to be the same reason which makes it justified to morally blame her

for performing that action. To illustrate, assume that the reason not to manipulate the computer system is that doing

so would have overall bad consequences. Thus, it is the fact that Beatrix's action has this feature which makes it jus-

tified to direct moral blame at her. However, it appears farfetched to maintain that it needs to be the fact that manip-

ulating the computer system has overall bad consequences which would make it justified to direct rational criticism

at her. The type of reason that typically makes it justified to morally blame an agent does not typically seem to be

the type of reason that makes it justified to rationally criticize her. It should be stressed that this argument is consis-

tent with it being justified to direct both blame and rational criticism at an agent for performing a blameworthy

action and that the reason for doing so might be the same. The point is that it is a much stronger and implausible

claim that the reasons need to be identical in the indicated manner. It should further be noted that it does not matter

in what the reason in question consists. In the example, I referred to an act having certain consequences, but the

same result is reached in case we refer to reasons suggested by alternative views.

Importantly, (6) faces an even graver difficulty in that it implies contradictory judgments about an agent's

rationality in relation to a certain action. The source of this difficulty is that there are cases where it seems jus-

tified to morally blame an agent for an action and, at the same time, justified to rationally praise her for that

very action. To illustrate, return to Beatrix. On the one hand, it is justified to morally blame Beatrix for manip-

ulating the computer system of the tax authority. On the other hand, it also seems justified to rationally praise

her for the action. In carrying out the action, Beatrix carefully informs herself about all relevant facts about

the system, meticulously considers the various options, and so on. It seems plausible to say that in performing

this action, she was “smart,” “clever,” “intelligent,” and so on. According to (6), if it is justified to morally blame

an agent for performing an action, it is also justified to direct rational criticism at her for performing it. Thus,

this view entails that it is both justified to rationally criticize Beatrix and justified to rationally praise her for

manipulating the system. However, it is paradoxical to maintain that an agent can be both rationally criticized

and rationally praised for the very same action. Accordingly, on this view, it would be correct to claim that Bea-

trix is both “stupid” and “smart” in performing the action in question. It seems implausible to maintain that it

would be correct to apply these characteristics to a person in relation to the very same action. Moreover, even

if it would be possible to come up with some occasional cases where this verdict seems reasonable, we should

resist a view which entails that it needs to be correct in standard cases like the one above. Alternatively, an

advocate of (6) would need to maintain that Beatrix is not rationally praiseworthy, but this option seems diffi-

cult to sustain.

It might be tempting to respond to this argument by maintaining that it is justified to rationally criticize and

praise an agent for one and the same action, but what justify the criticism and what justify the praise are differ-

ent features of the action. For instance, what justifies rational criticism of Beatrix for manipulating the computer

system might be that it has overall bad consequences, while what justifies rational praise of her might be some

other feature of the action. This line of defence does not succeed however. First, it is at least doubtful that it is

justified to rationally criticize Beatrix for her action with respect to any of its features. It is not obvious that it

needs to have any feature which would justify calling her “stupid,” “irrational,” “unintelligent,” or the like. Sec-

ond, and more importantly, we can see that this line of defence does not meet the objection by returning to

what justifies moral blame and rational criticism. According to the view under consideration, if it is justified to

blame an agent for an action because she has a sufficiently strong reason not to perform it, it is justified to ratio-

nally criticize her for performing the action because she has that very reason not to do it. As a result, the content

of this reason puts restrictions on what features of an action that can justify rational praise of an agent. Assume

that the reason not to manipulate the computer system is that doing so has overall bad consequences. According

to the view under discussion, it is then justified to rationally criticize Beatrix for performing the action because it
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has these consequences. In that case, it can hardly be justified to rationally praise her for the action because it

has any feature that makes the action have these consequences, for example being carried out with skillful

manipulation of the system. However, this puts implausible restrictions on what features of the action that can

justify rational praise of Beatrix. Indeed, it is presumably precisely the features of the actions that made it have

these consequences that justify rational praise of her.

To sum up, (6) suffers from three difficulties as regards the connection between justification of moral blame and

rational criticism. First, it entails that from the fact that an agent is morally blameworthy, it necessarily follows that it

is justified to rationally criticize her. Second, it entails that what would justify rational criticism needs to be the same

as what justifies blame. Third, it entails contradictory judgments as regards an agent being rationally criticizable and

rationally praiseworthy.

4.2 | The argument from different responses

In this section, I argue that (6) presents an implausible conception of the relation between the responses associated

with moral blame and the responses associated with rational criticism.

If agent A morally blames agent B for φing, she makes a negative judgment about B for φing on the ground that B

fails morally by φing. The judgment is closely associated with reactive attitudes toward B, such as resentment or indig-

nation. A number of authors argue that such judgments partly or wholly consist in reactive attitudes.15 In this paper, I

will only make the weaker and uncontroversial assumption that they typically are accompanied by reactive attitudes.

In a corresponding manner, if A directs rational criticism at B for φing, she makes a negative judgment about B for φing

on the ground that B fails in rationality. Also in this case, A's negative judgment might be accompanied by a negative

attitude, such as contempt for B's poor use of her intellectual abilities, irritation at B, or concern for B's future.

According to (6), an agent is morally blameworthy for φing only if it would be justified to direct both moral blame

and rational criticism at her. In conjunction with what was said above about the responses associated with blame

and rational criticism, (6) entails the following: If agent A directs moral blame at agent B for φing, A typically has both

reactive attitudes associated with moral blame at B and makes the kind of judgment associated with rational criticism

about B.16

We might start with observing that (6) faces an initial problem in that responses associated with moral blame do

not seem to be systematically accompanied by responses associated with rational criticism in this manner. Consider:

Betty and Anne. Betty is a criminal who regularly breaks into people's home, threatens them and

sometimes beats them in order to steal their belongings. One night, Betty breaks into Anne's house

and beats her so brutally that she will suffer severe physical and mental damages for life.

It is plausible to think that Anne feels moral resentment and indignation at Betty for what she has done to her. By

contrast, it is much less evident that Anne judges that Betty is irrational, not that smart, stupid, or the like, in per-

forming the action. Thus, there seem to be reasons to be skeptical to the conception (6) provides of the connection

between responses of moral blame and judgments of rational criticism. This skepticism is confirmed by the findings

of the last section. According to (6), if Anne is justified to feel resentment at Betty, Anne is also justified to judge that

Betty fails in rationality. Moreover, what would justify Anne's negative judgment about Betty's rationality is the same

as what justifies Anne's resentment at Betty. However, it appears that while Anne is justified to feel resentment at

Betty, it is more doubtful that she is justified to judge that Betty fails in rationality. Moreover, it seems even less evi-

dent that Anne's grounds for a negative judgment about Betty's rationality would be the same as her grounds for

feeling resentment at Betty.

There are reasons to think that (6) faces a more severe problem in that the responses associated with moral

blame and the responses associated with rational criticism might pull in different directions. In the last section, we
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found that, on (6), what would justify rational criticism needs to be the same as what justifies blame. More precisely:

If it is justified for A to morally blame B for φing because B has a sufficiently strong reason not to φ, it is justified for

A to rationally criticize B for φing because B has that very reason not to φ. In this section, we have seen that (6) means

the following: If A morally blames B for φing, she typically has both the reactive attitudes associated with blame of B

and makes the kind of judgment associated with rational criticism about B. As a consequence, (6) predicts that A's

responses with respect to her rational criticism of B correspond to her responses with respect to her moral blame of

B. More precisely, since A is justified to morally blame B for φing because B has a sufficiently strong reason not to φ

and A is justified to direct rational criticism at B for φing because B has that very reason not to φ, A's judgment about

B's rationality should match her moral reactive attitudes toward B. That is, A having a low level of rational criticism

of B should correspond to A having a low level of moral resentment toward B. Conversely, A having a high level of

rational criticism of B should correspond to A having a high level of moral resentment toward B. The problem is that

the reactive attitudes related to moral blame and the judgments related to rational criticism might diverge in at least

two manners.

First, if A judges that B excels with respect to rationality in φing, A would presumably not be less inclined to have

moral reactive attitudes toward B for φing. To see this, let us complement the scenario above:

After a period of time, Anne learns that Betty has planned the break-in and what to do with Anne

meticulously. Betty informed herself about all the relevant facts about Anne's house, her lack of phys-

ical strength, carefully evaluated the most efficient way to beat her in order to lessen her resistance,

calculated the risk of being caught, etc.

How would Anne react when she receives this information? It seems plausible to hypothesize that Anne's feeling of

resentment toward Betty will not decrease, but stay the same, or even increase, as she comes to know that Betty

did not fail in rationality but rather excelled in it when she planned the break-in. Indeed, it might even be the case

that although Anne feels deep resentment toward Betty, she also judges that Betty actually was quite clever in her

careful preparations. However, this runs contrary to (6) which predicts that Anne's responses associated with moral

blame and rational criticism should correspond with one another. More precisely, (6) predicts that after judging that

Betty excelled in rationality, Anne would feel less resentment toward Betty. But this does not seem to be the case:

Anne would not feel less, but perhaps even more, resentment toward Betty after acquiring this information.

Second, if A judges that B fails with respect to rationality in φing, A would presumably not be more inclined to

have moral reactive attitudes toward B for φing. We might see this by adding the following to the original scenario:

After a period of time, Anne learns that Betty's planning of the break-in was very sloppy. Betty did

not inform herself about the relevant facts about Anne's house or her physical abilities, did not con-

sider what would be the best way to lessen her resistance, did not calculate the risk of being caught,

etc. Indeed, because of her bad planning, there was a serious risk that Betty could have failed

completely and been caught.

In this scenario, we get the reverse result compared to the former case. It seems plausible to hypothesize that Anne's

feeling of resentment toward Betty will not increase, but stay the same, or even decrease, as she is informed that

Betty failed in rationality when planning the break-in. Indeed, it might even be the case that although Anne's feeling

of resentment stays the same or decreases, she now looks with some disdain at Betty for not having planned the in-

break more cautiously. Once again, this runs contrary to (6) according to which it should be expected that Anne's

responses associated with moral blame and rational criticism correspond with one another. That is, (6) predicts that

after judging that Betty failed in rationality, Anne would feel more resentment toward Betty.

It might be speculated why the responses associated with moral blame and rational criticism have a tendency to

diverge. An underlying explanation is presumably that if we judge that an agent excelled with respect to rationality in
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performing a blameworthy action, this tells in disfavor of her moral character, thus making us more prone to feel

resentment toward her. Conversely, if we judge that an agent failed with respect to rationality in performing a

blameworthy action, this tells against her moral character to a lower extent, thus making us less inclined to feel

resentment toward her than otherwise would have been the case.

In response to the arguments in this section, it might be suggested that in cases where an agent A morally

blames another agent B, considerations about B's rationality become less salient. For example, Anne is focused on

blaming Betty because of what she has done to her, but this is compatible with Anne in addition judging that Betty

fails in rationality. It is just that this judgment is less salient to Anne, perhaps because emotions associated with

blame are in the foreground of her attention.17 It might be granted that this reply provides an answer to the initial

argument which observes that blame does not seem to be systematically accompanied by rational criticism. How-

ever, I doubt that it applies to the subsequent arguments. First, the basic idea in these arguments is that responses

of blame and rational criticism pull in different directions in two distinct manners. As this seems to be the case even

if Anne's judgment about Betty's rationality is salient to her, I doubt that the mentioned suggestion lessens the force

of the arguments. Second, in the two scenarios, some time has gone since Anne was exposed to Betty's action. As a

result, it is reasonable to think that Anne's emotional response associated with blame is less in the foreground, and it

is not implausible to consider whether Anne holds a judgment about Betty's rationality.

To sum up, (6) suffers from two difficulties as regards the connection between responses pertaining to moral

blame and rational criticism. First, it entails that responses associated with blame are systematically accompanied by

responses associated with rational criticism. Second, it predicts that reactive attitudes and rational criticism corre-

spond, although they in fact pull in different directions.

4.3 | The argument from different functions

In this section, I argue that (6) provides an erroneous conception of the relation between the function of expressing

moral blame and the function of expressing rational criticism.

If agent A morally blames agent B for φing, A makes a negative judgment about B on the ground that B fails mor-

ally by φing, and A's judgment is typically accompanied by a reactive attitude toward B. Agent A might express her

negative judgment to B by employing language, overt behavior, or facial expression. Moreover, agent A expressing a

negative judgment to another agent B typically has a certain purpose. In the literature, it is characteristically taken to

consist in A making B admit that she is blameworthy, take responsibility, and feel regret for φing. Most significantly,

A expressing a negative judgment to B typically has the general function of regulating B's attitudes or behavior so as

to make B improve morally in a certain respect.18 An explanation of why A expressing blame to B can have this func-

tion is presumably that A's negative judgment typically is accompanied by a reactive attitude toward B for φing, since

we can influence other agents by letting them know about our attitudes.

It is plausible to assume that rational criticism works in a corresponding manner.19 If agent A directs rational crit-

icism at another agent B for φing, A makes a negative judgment about B on the ground that B fails in rationality by

φing, and the judgment might be accompanied by a negative attitude, such as contempt, irritation, frustration, or con-

cern. In the event A employs language in expressing her negative judgment, she may use words like “foolish,”
“irrational,” and “unintelligent.” It seems reasonable to suggest that A expressing her negative judgment to B can

have a certain purpose or point, although the connection is looser than in the moral case. It might consist in B realiz-

ing that she has failed in rationality and feel foolish about φing. More generally, A expressing her negative judgment

may have the function of regulating B's attitudes or behavior so as to make B improve rationally and deliberate more

thoroughly about a certain issue.

According to (6), an agent is morally blameworthy for φing only if it would be justified to direct both moral blame

and rational criticism at her for being overall most motivated to φ. In the last section, we saw that this claim entails a

certain connection between the responses associated with blame and rational criticism: If A morally blames B for
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φing, she typically has both the reactive attitudes associated with moral blame of B and makes the kind of judgment

associated with rational criticism about B. In conjunction with the functions of expressing blame and rational criti-

cism, (6) entails the following: If A expresses moral blame to B for φing, this typically has both the function associated

with expressing moral blame and the function associated with expressing rational criticism.

There are reasons to think that (6) faces an initial problem in that the function of expressing moral blame does

not seem to be accompanied by the function of expressing rational criticism in this manner. Consider:

Ada and Bertie. Ada and Bertie are friends and use to help one another when needed. One day, Bertie

asks Ada to lend him some money. Although Ada has financial problems herself, she fulfils Bertie's

request. Bertie promises to repay Ada within 2 weeks. However, after 1 month, Ada has still not

heard from Bertie. Ada calls him and expresses her blame: ‘It's really rotten of you! You know that I'm

in a difficult situation’.

It is plausible to assume that Ada expressing moral blame to Bertie has the typical function of such communicative

acts. For example, it is likely to have the purpose of making him understand that he has acted in an unacceptable

manner toward her, feel bad about it, and thereby get him to repay the loan. The claim in (6) implies that it further

has the function of expressing rational criticism. However, this appears much less evident. Especially, it is not in the

same manner likely that Ada expressing blame to Bertie has the purpose of making him think that he has failed in

rationality and make him reason more carefully. Indeed, as far as Ada knows Bertie's refraining from repaying the

loan might be based on considerable deliberation. It is worth noticing that the present argument is compatible with

expressions of moral blame typically having the consequences associated with expressions of rational criticism. That

is, it might well be that A expressing blame to B typically has the effect that B feels intellectually inferior and comes

to think that she needs to deliberate more thoroughly. However, even if this might be a consequence of communi-

cating blame, it is not the function such acts primarily are aimed to fulfil.

There are reasons to think that (6) is subject to a more serious problem in that the function of rational criticism

does not seem to correspond with the function of moral blame in the manner suggested by this view. The claim

entails that if A expresses moral blame to B for φing, this typically has both the function of expressing blame and the

function of expressing rational criticism to B. As a consequence, it predicts that if A thinks that expressing rational

criticism to B would not fulfil its function, she would typically abstain from expressing moral blame to B. However,

this does not seem to be the case. To see this, we might add some information to the scenario:

After a period of time, Ada learns that Bertie's failure to fulfil his promise to repay the loan is not a

matter of mistake, misunderstanding, oversight, or the like. It turns out that Bertie informed himself

about all the relevant facts and carefully considered from whom to borrow so as to postpone a repay-

ment of the loan and minimize the risk of an unpleasant confrontation.

In view of this information, it is plausible to think that Ada recognizes that expressing rational criticism to Bertie

would not fulfil its typical function. The explanation is that she has come to understand that he evinces typically

traits of rationality in which case expressing rational criticism would be pointless. The claim in (6) predicts that Ada

would abstain from expressing moral blame to Bertie with the purpose of this type of communicative acts. However,

the fact that Ada now realizes that Bertie does not fail in rationality and that expressing rational criticism to him

would not fulfil its function does not seem to mean that she would abstain from expressing moral blame to him. It is

reasonable to assume that she thinks that expressing blame might fulfil its typical function. For example, she might

plausibly believe that the utterance mentioned in the original scenario has some prospect of influencing him to take

responsibility for his action, regret it, and repay the loan. After all, she has not received any information indicating

that he is less responsive to expressions of moral blame than she thought before, although she now is aware that he

is not responsive to expressions of rational criticism.
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To sum up, (6) suffers from two difficulties as regards the connection between the functions of expressing moral

blame and rational criticism. First, it entails that the function of expressing blame is systematically accompanied by

the function of expressing rational criticism. Second, it predicts that an agent would refrain from expressing blame if

she thinks that expressing rational criticism would not fulfil its typical function.

5 | A PUZZLE ABOUT BLAME AND REASONS

Let us take stock. We started with seeing that two fundamental notions in practical philosophy, (1) and (2), together

entail a disputable claim about the connection between moral blameworthiness and rationality, (3). We then saw that

(3), together with certain uncontroversial assumptions about normative criticism, (4) and (5), entail an even more

problematic claim, (6), about the connection between moral blame and rational criticism. We finally saw that there

are strong reasons to think that (6) is false, since moral blame and rational criticism diverge as regards justification,

response, and purpose.

The arguments against (6) reveal a pattern concerning the different manners in which it is mistaken. First, it

entails that what is the case as regards moral blame is the case as regards rational criticism with respect to justifica-

tion, response, and function (beginning of 4.1, 4.2, and 4.3). Second, it entails that what would justify rational criti-

cism and what justifies moral blame need to be the same (4.1). As a result, it further implies contradictory judgments

as regards rational criticism and praiseworthiness (4.1). Third, it predicts correspondences between the responses in

relation to moral blame and rational criticism, although they might pull in different directions (4.2). Likewise, it pre-

dicts correspondences between the functions of expressing moral blame and expressing rational criticism, although

they might come apart (4.3).

However, it might be argued that my arguments against (6) are mistaken. There are particularly two objections

on which I would like to comment.

The first objection is that the arguments overlook that an agent fails in rationality if she does not respond to rea-

son. In the scenarios above, agent B appears to have a sufficiently strong normative reason not to perform an action

but does so in spite of being fully informed. It might then be thought that she needs to be lacking in rationality and

that rational criticism at her is justified, since she does not respond to a reason that is available to her.

First, the objection takes for granted that there is a connection between reasons and rationality. It presumes that

if an agent has a sufficiently strong reason not perform an action, but does so despite being fully informed, she fails

in rationality. Thus, it presumes (2) or some closely related claim. However, this is one of the principal notions that

lead up to (6), in which case, it cannot be appealed to in defence of this claim. Second, my reasoning is compatible

with the view that such a connection holds between certain normative reasons and rationality, although it does not

hold between moral reasons and rationality. I will return to this possibility in the next section. Third, the objection

would only constitute a limited problem for my arguments even if it were correct. It would challenge the initial type

of arguments as regards justification and response at the beginning of 4.1 and 4.2. However, it would not challenge

the more substantial arguments. It would not challenge the second type of argument about what justifies moral

blame and rational criticism in 4.1. Moreover, it would not challenge the third type of arguments about correspon-

dences between moral blame and rational criticism with respect to response and function in 4.2 and 4.3.

The second objection is that my arguments presume a too narrow understanding of practical rationality. In the

scenarios above, agent B is concerned primarily with actions that would promote her own goals, and it was

suggested that it need not be justified to direct rational criticism at her. It might then be thought that my arguments

implicitly trade on an egoist understanding of this notion.

First, the arguments do not presume any egoist view of practical rationality according to which an agent is ratio-

nal insofar as she serves her own interests and disregard other people's concerns. They make the minimal assump-

tion that a requirement on an agent being rational is that she considers possible lines of actions and the outcomes of

these actions in the light of her goals and the information to which she has access. However, it is uncontroversial
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that such a broad notion of instrumental rationality is a fundamental aspect of rationality. Second, the arguments do

not presume that this is the only aspect of practical rationality. They are compatible with an agent being rational

means that she needs to meet other and more demanding requirements. Third, it is important to stress that propo-

nents of (6), by contrast, are committed to a substantial view about the connection between morality and rationality.

They are committed to the claim that if an agent is morally blameworthy, it necessarily follows that she fails in ratio-

nality and it is justified to direct rational criticism at her. However, it is difficult to uphold this claim in consideration

of the arguments provided above. Finally, the second objection, like the first one, would only constitute a challenge

to the initial type of arguments concerning justification and response (beginning of 4.1. and 4.2). However, it would

not challenge the second and third type of arguments (4.1, 4.2, and 4.3).

Thus, we face a puzzle: While both (1) and (2) are fundamental notions in practical philosophy, they entail,

together with certain uncontroversial assumptions, (6) which there are strong reasons to deny. It appears that we

need to reject either of the notions leading up to this view: (1) or (2). In my view, it would presumably be difficult to

give up (1) although this option should not be excluded. At least in standard cases of moral blameworthiness, it

seems hard to deny that an agent is blameworthy only if she has a sufficiently strong reason not to act as she did.

This is particularly the case in light of the connection between blameworthiness and blame in (4). If an agent does

not have a sufficiently strong reason to avoid acting as she did, it can hardly be justified to blame her and direct reac-

tive attitudes at her. In finding a solution to the puzzle, I think we need to consider rejecting (2).

6 | BRIEF OUTLINE OF TWO SOLUTIONS

Recall:

(2) If an agent has a sufficiently strong normative reason not to φ, then she would be overall most motivated not to

φ if she were practically rational and fully informed.

As far as I understand, there are basically two ways to reject (2) and thereby solve the puzzle.

The first way to reject (2) is to deny that there is any significant conceptual connection between reasons and

rationality, in which case rationality might be thought to lack normativity. This alternative is radical in view of the fact

that the two concepts are closely associated with one another by both philosophers and laypeople. However, it con-

forms to a recognized position in the intense and ongoing debate on the relation between reasons and rationality. As

the considerations that might be advanced for this position are quite complex, I merely give a broad indication of

them in the main text and provide some of the arguments in the footnotes. According to a common assumption in

this debate, an agent is rational insofar as she adheres to certain rational requirements, where this is understood as

having attitudes that are coherent with one another in particular manners.20 It is then argued that an agent does not

have any reasons to have coherent attitudes that conform to such rational requirements.21,22 This general contention

can be taken to support the view that there are no conceptual connections between reasons and rationality like

(2).23 As a result, (6) would not follow. Surprisingly, the considerations submitted in this paper about moral blame

and rational criticism can thus be regarded as further and independent arguments for denying that there is any signif-

icant conceptual connection between reasons and rationality.

The second way to reject (2) is to argue that different types of reasons have different connections to rationality.

According to one version of this view, there is a distinction between rationally requiring reasons and rationally per-

missible reasons. The distinction is understood slightly differently by different authors.24 However, a broad charac-

terization is the following: An agent has a rationally requiring reason to φ insofar as she is rationally required to be

motivated to φ. That is, she fails in rationality if she is not motivated at all to φ. An agent has a rationally permissible

reason to φ insofar as she is rationally justified, but not rationally required, to be motivated to φ. That is, she need

not fail in rationality even if she lacks any motivation to φ. We can now see that (2) is correct as regards rationally
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requiring reasons: If an agent has a sufficiently strong rationally requiring reason not to φ, then she would be overall

most motivated not to φ if she were rational and fully informed. By contrast, the following claim is true for rationally

permissible reasons: (20) If an agent has a sufficiently strong rationally permissible reason not to φ, she need not be

overall most motivated not to φ even if she is rational and fully informed. Why would this be relevant in the present

context? Consider (1): An agent is morally blameworthy for φing only if she has a sufficiently strong normative reason

not to φ and is fully informed. Assume that moral reasons consist in rationally permissible reasons. Especially, sup-

pose that the reason referred to in this claim is a rationally permissible reason. Importantly, (1) in conjunction with

(20) does not entail (3). That is, an agent who is morally blameworthy for φing need not fail in rationality. As a result,

when (1) and (20) are combined with the other relevant claims, (4) and (5), (6) does not follow. In particular, if an agent

is morally blameworthy for φing, it is justified to morally blame her for being most motivated to φ, but it is not justi-

fied to direct rational criticism at her on that ground.

In this paper, I do not have space to discuss which of the mentioned alternatives that are most plausible. How-

ever, I would like to end by observing that both options face challenges. The first option runs contrary to the intui-

tive view that the concepts of reasons and rationality are necessarily connected. Moreover, it needs to provide an

explanation of why agents should avoid being irrational given that rationality as such lacks normativity.25 The second

option complicates the relation between reasons and rationality in a way that have a number of significant conse-

quences. Most importantly, it seems difficult to weigh rationally requiring and rationally permissible reasons against

one another in such a manner that conclusions can be reached about what agents have all-things-considered stron-

gest reasons to do.
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ENDNOTES
1 Williams, 1995, pp. 35–45. See, for example, Skorupski, 2007, pp. 73–103; Sobel, 2007, pp. 149–170; Darwall, 2006,

pp. 259–278, and Bagley, 2017, pp. 852–882.
2 The claim is usually taken for granted rather than explicitly stated. However, see, for example, Gibbard, 1990,

pp. 299–300; Wallace, 1994, p. 134; Williams, 1995, pp. 40–44; Skorupski, 1999, pp. 42–43; Darwall, 2006, pp. 96–99,
Sher, 2006, p. 118; Sobel, 2007, p. 155; Shafer-Landau, 2009, pp. 194–198; Portmore, 2011, pp. 43–44, and

Wedgwood, 2013, pp. 46–47. It might be argued that an agent being blameworthy for φing should not be conditioned

on there being an objective normative reason not to φ. Cf. Haji, 1998, Ch. 8, and Capes, 2012, pp. 417–437. This compli-

cation does not affect my arguments, and I will assume the standard understanding of the connection between blame-

worthiness and reasons.
3 See, for example, references to Gibbard, Wallace, Williams, Skorupski, Darwall, Sobel, and Wedgwood above.
4 For example, it might be argued that in order for an agent to be blameworthy for φing, it is sufficient that she has a

strong moral reason not to φ. Moreover, it is controversial whether different types of reasons, such as moral and pruden-

tial reasons, can be weighed against one another such that an agent has an all-things-considered strongest reason not

to φ.
5 For some examples, see Darwall, 1983, pp. 20, 80–82; Korsgaard, 1986, pp. 11, 23; Smith, 1994, pp. 62, 150;

Velleman, 1996, p. 694; Cullity & Gaut, 1997, p. 3; Parfit, 1997, pp. 99–101, 117; Hampton, 1998, p. 73; Wallace, 1999,

pp. 217–218; Setiya, 2004, pp. 268–269; Finlay, 2009, pp. 3–4, and Goldman, 2009, pp. 7, 9–10. See also, for example,

Williams, 1981, p. 110; Tilley, 1997, pp. 105–127; Joyce, 2001, pp. 49–52; Bedke, 2010, pp. 39–40; Parfit, 2011, pp. 5,
111–118; Markovits, 2014, Ch. 1; Kiesewetter, 2017, Ch 7, and Lord, 2018, Ch. 3–4.

6 See references to, for example, Parfit, Kiesewetter, and Lord.
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7 For instance, we should allow for the possibility that different kinds of reasons cannot be weighed against one another

in such a way that an agent has an all-things-considered strongest reason to perform a particular action.
8 It is important to distinguish between non-expressed and expressed blame and rational criticism. In using “blame” and

“direct blame,” I have non-expressed blame in mind unless I indicate otherwise. The same applies to “rationally criticize”
and “direct rational criticism.”

9 It might be argued that in certain circumstances it would be unjustified to blame an agent even if she is blameworthy,

for instance if no one has standing to blame her or blaming her would have bad consequences. Thus, it might be

maintained that an agent being blameworthy means that it is pro tanto justified to blame her. As my arguments are com-

patible with including such a condition in (4), I will ignore this complication. The same type of consideration applies to

rational criticism.
10 I use the formulation “with respect to φing” to indicate that an agent can be morally blameworthy in different manners

with respect to φ, for example, by being overall most motivated to φ or by φing. The same applies to the formulation

in (5).
11 Parfit, 2011, p. 33. Cf. Kiesewetter, 2017, p. 39, and Lord, 2018, p. 4. See also, for example, Gert, 2004, p. 143;

Bedke, 2008, pp. 98–100; Ridge, 2014, Ch. 8, and Copp, 2015, pp. 144–145.
12 In the discussion about (6) below, I will sometimes make use of a simplification as regards the phrase “being overall most

motivated to φ.” If an agent is overall most motivated to φ and there are no obstacles to her φing, she decides to φ, and
φs. As there are no such obstacles in the scenarios I discuss, I will assume that the agent fails in rationality by φing.

13 For example, it has overall bad consequences, displays disrespect for other agents, reveals a bad character, and so on.
14 There might be particular normative theories which imply that Beatrix is rationally criticizable. However, these are sub-

stantial views about the connection between morality and rationality. I return to this issue in Section 5.
15 See, for example, Wallace, 1994, and Wallace, 2011, pp. 348–372. Cf. McKenna, 2012, Ch. 7. Cf. Strawson, 1962,

pp. 1–25. For alternative views, see, for example, Sher, 2006, Ch. 5, and Scanlon, 2008, Ch. 4.
16 It follows from what was said in Sections 2 and 3 that (6) is a conceptual claim. Thus, according to (6), if agent A judges

that agent B is morally blameworthy for φing, A is conceptually committed to judge that it is justified to direct both moral

blame and rational criticism at B. It is plausible to assume that agents standardly or usually judge in accordance with their

conceptual commitments. Agent A's blame is typically accompanied by reactive responses towards B, and A's rational

criticism of B entails a negative judgment of B with respect to B's rationality. Hence, if an agent A blames an agent B for

φing, A typically both feels reactive attitudes associated with blame to B and makes a judgment associated with rational

criticism about B.
17 I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for EJP for this suggestion.
18 Cf. Strawson, 1962, p. 93. For recent attempts to characterize blame in terms of its function, see, for example,

McGeer, 2013, pp. 162–188; Fricker, 2016, pp. 165–183, and Shoemaker & Vargas, Forthcoming, pp. 1–22. See also

McKenna, 2012, Ch. 6, and Smith, 2013, pp. 27–48.
19 Cf. Shoemaker & Vargas, Forthcoming, pp. 15–17. For the function of rational criticism, see Setiya, 2004, pp. 276–277;

Svavarsdóttir, 2008, pp. 27, 32; Ridge, 2014, pp. 240–245, and Kiesewetter, 2017, Ch. 2.
20 There are two interpretations of rational requirements depending on the scope of “rationality requires.” To illustrate, a

narrow scope interpretation of instrumental rationality states: If an agent A intends to E and believes that φing is a neces-

sary means to E, then rationality requires A to intend to φ. On this interpretation, there is only one way to fulfil the

requirement: to intend to φ. A wide scope interpretation of instrumental rationality states: Rationality requires that [if an

agent A intends to E and believes that φing is a necessary means to E, then A intends to φ]. On this interpretation, there

are two principal ways to fulfil the requirement: intend to φ or give up the intention to E. For overviews of the debate,

see, for example, Kiesewetter, 2017, Ch. 3–5, and Way, 2019, pp. 485–505.
21 On the assumption that an agent has reason to adhere to rational requirements, various problems occur for both narrow

and the wide scope interpretations. Narrow scope interpretations seem vulnerable to “bootstrapping.” For example, on

this interpretation of instrumental rationality, an agent would have a reason to φ in virtue of having an intention to

E. However, it seems implausible that an agent has a reason to φ merely because she a certain intention, irrespective of

what the intention consists in. See, for example, Broome, 1999, pp. 389–419. Wide scope interpretations seem vulnerable

to other difficulties. For example, on this interpretation of instrumental rationality, an agent would have a reason to either

intend to φ or give up the intention to E. However, the two options do not seem to be on a par in cases where the agent

has a reason to intend to E.
22 According to an influential response to these problems, rationality consists in adhering to requirements understood in

terms of coherence, but an agent does not necessarily have any reason to be rational. See, for example, Kolodny, 2005,
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pp. 509–563. See also Broome, 2013, Ch. 11, and Ridge, 2014, Ch. 8. According to another position, rationality should

not be understood in terms of coherence. See, for example, Raz, 2005, pp. 2–28, and Kolodny, 2007, pp. 229–263.
Recently, it has been argued that rationality consists in responding to reasons. See Kiesewetter, 2017, Ch. 4–7, and
Lord, 2018, Ch. 2–5.

23 According to the first type of response, (2) means that an agent might be motivated not to φ if she is rational, in spite of

the fact that she does not have any reason to be motivated in that manner. However, if she does not have any reason to

be motivated not to φ, it is difficult to uphold the claim that she has a reason not to φ.
24 See, for example, Raz, 1999, pp. 99–105; Gert, 2004, Ch. 2, and Scanlon, 2014, pp. 105–107. Joshua Gert characterizes

it as a distinction between reasons with different functions: “A consideration is a reason [with a requiring function] if it

can make it irrational to do something that would, without that consideration, be rationally permissible.” “A consideration

is a reason [with a justifying function] if it can make it rationally permissible to perform actions that would be irrational

without it” (Gert, 2004, pp. 66–67). T.M. Scanlon characterizes the second type of reasons as “reasons that render an

action rationally eligible without making it rationally required” (Scanlon, 2014, pp. 107). Gert relates his distinction to

Raz's and Scanlon's in Gert, 2016, pp. 157–172.
25 For overviews and discussions, see for example, Kiesewetter, 2017, Ch. 4–5, and Lord, 2018, Ch. 2.
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