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Replies

T. M. Scanlon

Onora O’Neill, Derek Parfit, Joseph Raz, Mark Timmons, and Jonathan Wolff raise many challenging questions about my book. It is a privilege to have such thoughtful critics. I cannot deal adequately with all of their questions here, but I will try here to say something about the central issues that each of them raises.

As O’Neill notes, I take the idea of a reason as primitive. That is to say, I do not try to explain what it is for something to be a reason. Nor do I try to state substantive “rational constraints” on what reasons for action there are. This does not make the concept of a reason that I am employing “thin” or “weak.” Using this concept, one can make judgments drawing whatever distinctions there are between those considerations that are (good) reasons for action and those that are not. Perhaps O’Neill has in mind that spelling out a conception of reasons for action would involve specifying “rational criteria” determining which things are such reasons and which are not. Like anyone else, I have views about which considerations are reasons for action, and I make many judgments of this kind in the course of my argument. But I doubt whether it is possible to state general criteria from which these judgments (let alone all valid judgments about reasons for action) follow. (This is one of several ways in which I am not a Kantian.) If this is what O’Neill has in mind by a conception of reasons for action then I am not providing such a conception (weak or otherwise.)

O’Neill may see the notion of a reason that I employ as “weak” because she does not notice that I distinguish between a reason for action (a consideration that  in fact counts in favor or some action) and what I call an agent’s “operative reason” for an action (a consideration that an agent takes to count in favor of so acting.) Taking something to be a reason for action may, as she says, be “a pro-attitude directed towards action falling under some description.”(15) But reasons for action are not, in my view pro-attitudes.

The idea of a reason is often thought to be less clear than the ideas of desire and motivation. I have come to hold the opposite view. The idea of motivation seems to me an unstable combination of a purely psychological idea (a state that causes action) and a normative one (a consideration that makes action rational.) ‘Desire’ is commonly used in what is said to be a broad sense, in which any “motivating state” counts as a desire. But it is nonetheless also generally assumed that desires in this sense provide reasons for action. This seems to me a mistake. When one acts on a desire, what generally provides one’s reason for action is some feature of the thing desired, not the desire itself. Here again there may be some confusion between reasons for action and an agent’s operative  reason (what he or she takes to be a reason) for acting in a certain way. Since having a desire generally involves seeing some consideration as a reason for acting, a person’s desire may determine what his or her operative reason for acting was. But even so, it is not the desire is not itself that is the agent’s reason. When I desire to go indoors because it is cold outside, my reason for going in is my discomfort (and the fact that going in will relieve it) not the fact that this is what I desire. Perhaps O’Neill is correct that, given these views, I should have avoided the terms ‘desire’ and motivation’ altogether.

O’Neill raises questions about whether my view is contractualist or constructivist in the sense in which she understands these terms. Contractualists, she suggests, “ground ethical or political justification in agreement of some sort, whereas constructivists ground them in some conception of a reason.” (1) As she goes on to acknowledge, this way of drawing the distinction “does not provide any neat separation of the two approaches to justification.” A theory may, as mine does, ground ethical claims in claims about what individuals have reason to agree to, in which case it is not clear which of the approaches it represents. As I understand her, O’Neill goes on to mark a clearer distinction between contractualism and constructivism as she understands them by taking contractualism to ground justification in de facto contingent agreement. I take this to be indicated by her remark that Rawls’s method of Reflective Equilibrium is contractualist because it “assumes that ‘we’ agree on certain considered judgments.” (2)

Claims about reasons figured in two ways in the argument of my book. First, in order to defend claims about the content of morality, according to my version of contractualism, one needs to make claims about the reasons that individuals have for accepting or rejecting certain principles as standards of conduct. Second, I claimed that we have reason to care about the justifiability of our actions to others and that this is a central reason for our concern with the morality of our actions. This emphasis on what principles others have reason to accept (or reject), and on our reasons for caring about this, led me to call my view “contractualist.” But it is not a contractualist view in O’Neill’s sense of the term, if I understand her correctly, since neither of the two kinds of claims about reasons that I have just mentioned is grounded in any contingent agreement. What people do, as a matter of fact, agree to (like what individuals have, as a matter of fact, consented to) can be morally relevant in certain cases. But neither actual agreement or actual consent plays a fundamental role in morality as I describe it.

I agree with much of what Jonathan Wolff says about well-being. He does, however, take my aims in Chapter 3 of What We Owe to Each Other to have been more ambitious, and  aggressive, than they in fact were. My intent in that chapter was not “to cut utilitarianism off at the knees, by arguing that there is no notion capable of playing the role that utilitarianism needs.” (2) What I argued that we are unlikely to find is an account of well-being that is, at the same time, a notion that is central to the deliberation of the individual whose life is in question and a notion that captures the way in which benefits and burdens for that individual should be measured for the purposes of moral or political argument. From an individual’s own point of view, I argued, the boundaries of well-being are essentially unclear. My reasons for concluding this were as follows.

Success in one’s main aims (insofar as these are rational) is an important component of well-being. An individual’s reasons for pursuing his or her aims are not, however, mainly ones of well-being. (This is not to say that these aims must be impersonal, as Wolff sometimes seems to suggest. They may include such things as benefiting one’s children, for example.) But while success in these aims makes one’s life better, there is no clear answer to the question of how much it does so. Suppose I have sacrificed my comfort and many other pleasures in order to give my children a better life. How would we go about deciding whether my success in doing this did or did not offset the sacrifice involved, leading to a net gain in well-being? I doubt that such questions have, in general, any clear answer. But the more important point is that such an answer is not needed, either from an individual’s own perspective or for the purposes of a moral theory or theory of justice.

From the individual’s own perspective the question is whether the sacrifice in comfort and other pleasures is worth it, given the benefit to his or her children. This is an intelligible question, but not I argued, a question about his or her well-being, understood as “how well a life goes, from the point of view of the person whose life it is.”

For the purposes of a moral theory, or a theory of justice, we need a way of measuring benefits and burdens that draws a reasonably sharp line between what counts and what does not. There are many such notions, and consequentialist, or utilitarian, theories, as well as non-consequentialist theories can make use of them. The choice among such notions should, however, be based on their suitability to the moral task at hand, not on the degree to which they capture some pre-moral notion of well-being. For example, what social choice theories take as inputs are individuals’ preferences over all states in the “domain.” This may include individuals’ preferences over things that are too far removed from their lives to be plausibly seen as affecting their well-being. The fact that preference satisfaction is in this respect much broader than well-being is no objection, however, if the choice of which elements in this domain society is to pursue is a choice that individuals, as citizens, are entitled to have a role in making. Similarly, Rawls’s notion of primary social goods and Sen’s capability sets measure much less than “how well a person’s life goes.” This is, in itself, no objection to them. The claim made on their behalf is not that they measure well-being but that they capture the aspects of individuals’ situations that a theory of justice should be responsive to. Perhaps neither of these notions succeeds in doing this, and an adequate measure needs to reflect more fully the degree to which a person is successful in achieving his or her main aims. If so, however, the question to be answered in devising an alternative is the moral question of how just social institutions must aid individuals in the pursuit of their aims, not the pre-moral question of the degree to which success in an aim (in providing for one’s children, for example) contributes to a person’s own well-being.

I agree with Raz in taking the idea of a reason to be the fundamental practical concept, and I agree as well with much of what he goes on to say about reasons. There are, however, a few points of disagreement that I should note.

First, Raz holds that “reasons [for action] consist in the fact that actions possess certain evaluative properties making them worth performing, etc., or bad, etc.” I would say rather that although the properties of actions that make them worth performing are in some cases evaluative properties, this is not always the case. Ordinary natural properties of actions can also be reasons for performing, or not performing them. Second, it seems to me somewhat strained to speak of reasons as “calling for compliance.” It seems to me rather that they count in favor of, or against courses of action. But since I believe they can do so conclusively, perhaps this disagreement is merely verbal.

The first of these disagreements may lead to another. Raz holds that “reasons (and values) are inherently intelligible,” meaning by this that “it is possible to explain why any specific reason is a reason.” (8) I also think that reasons are inherently intelligible, but I doubt that it is always possible to explain, in other terms, why something is a reason. Raz may think this is always possible because a reason (at least a reason for action, which are the kind under discussion) can always be explained by citing the evaluative property on which it is based. I, on the other hand, believe that evaluative properties often need to be explained by citing reasons. For example, the claim that something is good is made intelligible by citing the properties, often non-evaluative ones, that give us reason to pursue it, promote it, or whatever.

Do I hold that there is a single “master argument which establishes the validity of all moral reasons?” This depends on what one means by “moral reasons.” I am a pluralist about morality and hence about moral wrongness in the broadest sense of this term. But I do offer a form of argument for establishing that an action is wrong in one particular way (a violation of what we owe to each other.) If the property of being wrong in this way provides a reason not do perform an action (a question I will say more about presently), then this argument uniquely establishes that we have that kind of reason not to perform an action. I believe that when people say that an action would be wrong they believe that it contravenes standards that there is good reason to treat as authoritative, but they may not have a very clear idea what these reasons are. So when people who have never heard of contractualism conclude than an action is wrong they may have in mind some reason against it that is different from what contractualism describes. But they may also be referring, perhaps somewhat unclearly, to the kind of reason that it does describe. So people who call actions wrong without having heard of contractualism may, but need not, have been constructivists manqués. (9)

I turn next to Raz’s charge that my contractualism is vacuous because “its test yields results only by presupposing moral views which can only be established independently of it.” (10) In applying contractualism one must appeal to intuitions about what can reasonably be rejected. These intuitive judgments are guided by some interpretation of the central contractualist idea of justifiability to others. 

I interpret this idea as requiring that reasons for rejecting a principle must be “generic reasons” that any person would have in virtue of standing in one of the positions in a situation of the kind to which the principle applies (for example, the position of a person to whom assurances have been given, or that of the person who gave these assurances, or that of a third party affected by whether these assurances are kept.) These must be reasons that such a person would have “on his or her own behalf.” This interpretation, which embodies what Parfit calls my “Individualist Restriction,” rules out, as grounds for rejecting a principle, appeals to impersonal values, such as the intrinsic value of preserving the Grand Canyon, or to aggregate benefits. What it allows are reasons arising from the way a person would be affected by following the principle, or by having others do so. These may include not only considerations of well-being, but also such things as the reasons one has to want outcomes to depend on one’s choices, and the reasons one has to object to being treated arbitrarily, or having one’s central interests not taken into account.

This is not a complete specification of the possible reasons for rejecting a principle. As we consider more cases we may find other considerations that seem clearly to be relevant grounds for objecting to principles. Nor, as Raz notes, does it provide a standard for assessing the relative strength of reasons for rejecting a principle and opposing reasons for insisting on it. One must simply judge whether certain considerations do or do not provide sufficient grounds for rejection.

In so doing we are making intuitive judgments about answers to particular kind of question that contractualism identifies as relevant to questions of right and wrong. Insofar as what we are doing is applying some particular interpretation of contractualism, however, we will not base these judgments on independent judgments about what is right or wrong. But of course one also has views about this, and in some cases they may conflict with the conclusions that contractualism seems to lead to. When this happens (as in some aggregation cases, which I will discuss in a moment) one needs to consider, on the one hand, whether this moral intuition seems on reflection to be sound and, on the other hand, whether the version of  contractualism that leads to the conclusion in question should be modified or rejected.
 This “reflective equilibrium” process is what is going on in the second part of Parfit’s contribution to this volume. In the first part he is applying contractualism as I interpret it (observing what he calls the “moral beliefs restriction.”) In the second half he is arguing that that interpretation should be modified by dropping the individualist restriction. As he observes at near the end of the paper, in order to maintain that this is a reinterpretation rather than an abandonment of contractualism, he needs to argue that I was mistaken in thinking that this restriction follows from the guiding idea of justifiability to others. Similarly, when I said that an argument giving greater weight to numbers than my version of contractualism allows is “not excluded in advance” by the general idea of contractualism I meant to be leaving the door open to the possibility of a reinterpretive argument of this kind.
 But to show that it is not in fact excluded some reconciling argument is needed.

Aggregation poses a serious challenge for contractualism, but not in the way that Raz suggests. The problem is not one of vacuousness but something closer to its opposite: that conclusions that appear to flow from a natural way of understanding reasonable rejectability conflict with clear moral intuitions. Interpreted in the most straightforward way, contractualism seems to rule out aggregation in cases like the life-saving example that Raz discusses, cases in which aggregative reasoning seems clearly correct and appears to be the only way of reaching the obviously right answer. The question this poses is whether there is a way of understanding the grounds of reasonable rejection that would get the intuitively correct result in these cases, but would not be ad hoc, or in conflict with other elements of contractualism. I am not sure that the “tie-breaking” argument which I offer, and which Raz examines, meets this test. But the fact that a parallel argument could be offered outside the contractualist framework is no objection here. The challenge for contractualism is to overcome the objection that it rules out plausible aggregative arguments. To do this it would be sufficient to show that familiar non-contractualist arguments can be plausibly recast in contractualist terms. There is no need to claim that this argument is uniquely contractualist.

I turn now to Parfit’s discussion of aggregation. At one point in his paper he writes, “We now have four views to consider. On Scanlon’s Individualist Restriction, different people’s burdens cannot be morally summed. On the Tie-breaker View, when we must choose whom to save from equally great burdens, numbers can break ties. On the Close Enough and Disproportional Views, great burdens can be outweighed by many lesser burdens that are close enough is size, but these lesser burdens have disproportionately less weight.” (13)

Since I did not propose the Disproportional View, and Parfit does not favor it either, I will set it aside. Parfit argues that, contrary to what I maintained in my book, the Tie-breaker View is not compatible with the Individualist Restriction. He says that in the life boat case, White could reject the Tie-breaker view and insist on getting an equal chance of being saved. More generally, Parfit says that if my Individualist Restriction is maintained, then “Whenever we could give equal benefits either to some people or others, we ought to give everyone an equal chance of getting these benefits, since that is always what would make the greatest individual burden as small as possible.” (11) This conclusion seems to me to show that there must be something wrong with Parfit’s argument for using the Equal Chances Principle in case like lifeboat, since it would require one to give each person an equal chance of a benefit no matter how sound the argument may be for giving a benefit to one of them rather than the other.

The problem lies, I think, in a failure to take into account the different ways in which we may “give people chances” of certain benefits. Certainly there are cases, like Parfit’s medical example, in which, due to lack of information about the consequences of the actions open to us, the best we can do is to give people a certain chance of benefiting, and we must decide on that basis. The lifeboat example is not a case of that kind: we can choose to save White or to save the five, and in the end we will choose one of these courses or the other. Flipping a coin enters just as a way of deciding which to do. In some cases this may be the fairest way to decide. Whether it is or not will depend on whether there are good substantive grounds for directly choosing one course or the other. So one needs first to determine what the available grounds are, and what they support. This is what I meant by saying that in such cases (where ignorance is not a factor) we should consider the ultimate stakes for the people affected.

Even if the Tie-breaker View is consistent with the Individualist Restriction, it can explain only a few of the cases in which aggregative arguments seem, intuitively, to be morally relevant. As I acknowledged in my book, there are other plausible cases that it cannot explain. Parfit argues forcefully that in order to explain those cases the Individualist Restriction must be dropped. He suggests that, “In rejecting some principle, each person could appeal to the burdens that this principle would impose not only on her, but also on other people.” (23) He maintains that a view that allowed this would still be distinctively contractualist. This change would, he argues, strengthen the theory. Raz, on the other hand, maintains that allowing aggregation would deprive contractualism of any distinctive content. Which of them is correct? The answer to this question seems to me to depend on the way in which elements of the resulting view restrict aggregative arguments, thus avoiding implausible results in cases such as that of Jones and the transmitter. More exactly, it depends on whether these elements have a clear contractualist rationale.

One such element on which Parfit suggests we should rely is the Priority View. As Parfit states it, this view holds that “benefiting people matters more, the worse off the people are to whom these benefits would go.” For reasons that will become clearer later, I think the view would be better stated in terms of reasons for rejection: the worse off people would be if they are not benefited, the stronger their reasons to reject principles that would derive them of these benefits. Parfit’s examples involving weeks of future pain illustrate the appeal of this principle. In Case Two, where the baseline is equal, benefiting only Blue seems objectionable, because all have the same claim to some benefit; whereas in Case One, Blue’s claim to some treatment is much stronger than the others’ since the prospect he faces if untreated is much worse.

Applied to the Transmitter case, the Priority View would say that even though we must consider the sum of the small costs to those who would be deprived of entertainment for a short time as a reason against a principle requiring the transmitter to be turned off to spare Jones, his reason for wanting the transmitter turned off still makes it unreasonable to reject this principle. His reason is stronger than the aggregate of theirs because he would be much worse off if not benefited.

If, on the Priority View, the unequal baseline just means that Jones’ reasons are made somewhat stronger than they otherwise would have been, it may seem that this reason could be outweighed by the aggregate reasons of some larger number of television viewers. But it seems to me that there is no such number: we should spare Jones no matter how many viewers there are. To explain this conclusion while allowing aggregation we would need to supplement the Priority View with something like the Close Enough View, perhaps in the form that Parfit calls the Triviality Principle. He believes that this principle should be rejected. Even very small benefits should not be ignored, he argues. They must be taken to count for something in order to explain why we have reason to participate in schemes that provide goods (or prevent harms) to others even when the difference that our action makes to each of the affected persons is very small.

I take a different view of these cases. Suppose, for example, that an action of a certain type can be avoided only at significant cost to the agent and, if performed once, will impose trivial costs on each of a large number of people. But if actions of this type are performed frequently, the costs to each of these others add up and become very significant—greater (for each victim) than the cost (to each agent) of avoidance. There are many actions of this type. In such cases, it seems clear to me that the permissibility of the action depends on whether a restraining principle is needed—that is to say, on whether there is good reason to believe that, in the absence of some principle of restraint, such actions will be widely performed. So I would endorse the Triviality Principle in the qualified form that Parfit mentions at the end of his section 4.

Parfit believes that a version of contractualism that admits aggregative reasons and includes the Priority View and other distributive principles remains contractualist and is even a stronger view of that type. His reasons for thinking this may be as follows. The Priority View (at least as I have reformulated it) is just a claim about factors affecting the relative strength of reasons in interpersonal justification. Since contractualism must rely on such claims in any case, this addition does not weaken it. Since the resulting view avoids implausible implications, contractualism is strengthened by this change. Moreover, the Priority View (and, one might add, the Close Enough View, and other distributive principles) is most naturally understood within the context of a view that makes conclusions about right and wrong depend on the relative strength of the reasons that individuals can offer in the process of interpersonal justification. By comparison, these principles make much less sense as elements of a utilitarian or other consequentialist doctrine. They are less plausibly interpreted as claims about what it is good or bad to have happen. So these non-contractualist views are less able to provide convincing explanations of the limits of aggregative justifications.

Raz might reply that this defense rests on taking utilitarianism as the alternative. He might say that contractualism should be compared instead with a view that takes moral conclusions simply to be conclusions about he relative strength of reasons, along the lines sketched in the first part of his paper. The Priority View, or the other principles Parfit advocates could, he might say, by equally well understood in these terms, simply as claims about the relative strength of reasons, dispensing with the contractualist packaging, which adds nothing.

I, at least, and I assume Parfit as well, would deny that the contractualist framework adds nothing. Morality is drained of its special significance if it is taken to be simply about the relative strength of the reasons that there are. It is important, in order to account for the special significance of moral conclusions, to recognize that what is at stake are the reasons we can offer one another in a process of mutual justification.

Timmons is correct that my version of contractualism is not what he calls “formal contractualism,” since it does not leave open the normative content of first order morality. But my view is not substantive in the particular way Timmons describes. It is not a view according to which “a moral principle is justified only if each individual (who is part of the relevant justifying agreement) either does or would agree to the principle in question.” There are, as Timmons points out,  a few points in my book at which I refer to my view as involving a hypothetical agreement. But this was carelessness on my part. At most of those points I was, quite correctly, contrasting my version of contractualism with a view that bases morality on principles that everyone actually accepts (or, I might have said, principles that no one actually rejects.) But it would be a mistake to say that what is fundamental in my view is therefore hypothetical agreement. What is basic in my view is what no one could reasonably reject, not what certain people do or hypothetically would agree to (or not reject) under some specified conditions.

This difference may seem small, but it is of fundamental importance. Claims about what people would or would not reject under certain conditions are most naturally taken to be descriptive claims, not normative ones. I would not have suggested that we identify claims about moral wrongness with non-normative claims. I suppose that claims about hypothetical agreement (or non-rejection) might be understood as normative claims, say about what people would agree to, or would not reject, insofar as they were reasonable. But on this construal the hypothetical character of the claim would be idle. All the real work would be done, as in my view, by straightforwardly normative claims about what people could reasonably reject (or refuse to agree to.)

My version of contractualism does, however, have substantive moral content. This gives rise to possible objections of two sorts. The first is the charge of circularity. I address this charge in my book, and will not repeat that response here.
 The second objection, which I will discuss, concerns the issue mentioned by Derek Parfit in the final footnote of his contribution to this volume, namely whether what I offer should be understood as an account of the property of moral wrongness or an account of what makes acts wrong. This is connected with problems that Timmons raises about how moral disagreement is to be understood on my view. I agree that there is a problem here, but for reasons that I will explain it does not seem to me to be properly described as a problem about relativism.

I did not take myself, in my book, to be offering an account of the meaning of the English expression ‘morally wrong.’ I imagine that the meaning of ‘morally wrong’ is something like, “open to serious criticism because it violates standards of conduct that everyone has good reason to regard as authoritative.” A plausible account of the meaning of ‘morally wrong’ should not have specific moral content built into it. For one thing, this expression is properly used to cover a wider range of objections than those having to do with “what we owe to each other.” Moreover, even within this domain it can be used, without linguistic oddity, to express many different moral views. People who use the expression ‘morally wrong’ to express different moral views can disagree about the content of the standards they take to be violated or about the reasons people have for taking these standards seriously.

Accepting that an action would be morally wrong involves taking oneself to have strong (normally conclusive) reasons not to do it. But it does not follow that wrongness itself provides such a reason. An action’s being wrong may merely entail that other considerations, apart from its wrongness, count strongly (normally decisively) against it. That is to say, wrongness may be what I call a buck-passing notion.
 But I supposed in my book that this was not the case. I took it that the fact that an action would be wrong is itself a strong, normally decisive, reason against doing it, and I set out to characterize moral wrongness in a way that explained how it could be reason-giving in this way. I recognized that in doing this I could not be giving the meaning of ‘morally wrong’ (or characterizing the concept of moral wrongness if this is to be identified with the meaning of that expression) since, as I have just said, people can use that expression non-deviantly even if they disagree about what reason we have to take standards of right and wrong seriously.

How, then, to describe what I was doing? In one sense it is perfectly clear what my project was. To claim that an action is wrong is to claim that it violates standards that we have good reason to take very seriously. What I was doing was to describe, in very general terms, certain standards together with what I claimed was a good reason for taking them seriously as ultimate guides to conduct. My thesis was that these standards and this reason provide the best way of understanding a large and central class of cases of moral wrongness. This thesis was partly interpretive and partly reformist. I offered it as a way of making sense of what many of us believe when we say, in these cases, that an act is morally wrong, and also as an account of moral wrongness that people might endorse, on reflection, even if they had previously accepted some other understanding of the standards underlying their use of ‘morally wrong.’ I made it clear that what I was making was a substantive claim about moral wrongness (about what standards of conduct we should take seriously.) I also acknowledged that when some people claim that an action is morally wrong they may have in mind standards other than the ones I was describing, standards which they take to be authoritative for reasons other than the one I described, and that in some cases these reasons may be worthy of respect.

This ground level description of my project seems to me entirely correct, and I stand by it. Given that the contractualist formula was a substantive claim about wrongness, I might have described it as an account of what makes acts wrong, as Derek Parfit suggested to me at the time. I resisted this description for two reasons. First, that phrase seemed to me more properly used to describe properties such as harmfulness in virtue of which actions violate moral standards. The fact that an action would cause harm may make it reasonable to reject a principle that would permit that action, and thus make that action wrong in the contractualist sense I am describing. It is also true that an action’s being wrong in this sense makes it morally wrong in the perfectly general sense of that term, since being forbidden by the standards contractualism supports is one way of being forbidden by standards that there is reason to treat as authoritative. But these two ways of “making an action wrong” seem to me rather different from one another.  My second reason for resisting this description is that insofar as moral wrongness is taken to provide a reason for action, and contractualism aims explain what this reason is, contractualism seemed to be a thesis about the normative status of moral wrongness, not just about what it took to give a particular action that status.

So, drawing on an analogy with natural kind terms, I presented contractualism as an account of the property of moral wrongness: as an account of the normative property that is shared by many of the actions we call morally wrong and accounts for their observed normative features, just as an account of gold aims to identify the physical property that is shared by observed instances of gold and explains their observed features. I pointed out (p. 13) that this analogy is imperfect. In the case of natural kinds, the property in question is unique (except in twin-earth type cases.) But as I acknowledged, this may not be so in the case of wrongness. When different people call actions morally wrong some of them may have in mind different standards, and different reasons that they take to support them.

Given that this is so, I should have avoided describing contractualism as an account of the property of moral wrongness. As Parfit and Timmons point out, doing so has the odd consequence that when a teleological utilitarian, or a divine command theorist says that an action is wrong, and a contractualist denies this, their disagreement does not consist in the fact that one side is affirming that the action has a certain property, and the other denying this. This does not mean, I would add, that the two sides are not disagreeing. They disagree about what standards we have most reason to take as ultimate standards for action, and one side is claiming, and the other denying, that the action in question violates such standards. This reply seems to quite sound, as far as it goes, but conjoined with my earlier claims for contractualism it results in an odd divergence between the concept of moral wrongness and the property of wrongness. Applied to a case like the one just mentioned, this account describes the two sides as disagreeing about the applicability of the concept of wrongness to the action in question, but not in the properties they are claiming this action to have.

The claim to be describing the property of moral wrongness can be dropped from my account without affecting the other claims I make for contractualism. Perhaps I should describe my thesis instead as an account of what makes actions wrong. For reasons I have mentioned, however, this also strikes me as somewhat misleading. What is not misleading, and what I will stick with at present, is the ground level description given above. In the remainder of this reply I will take this as the basis for responding to some of Timmons’s claims about disagreement and relativism.

It seems to me a strength of this ground level description of my project that it allows for several kinds of disagreement about right and wrong. First, people can disagree about what standards we should take as ultimate bases for assessing our conduct ant that of others, and about the reasons supporting these standards. Second, given a shared conception of the relevant standards, people can disagree about what these standards in fact permit and require. My disagreement with Philip Pettit is best understood on the former model, as a disagreement about the reasons we have to take certain standards as guides to conduct. He takes the promotion of the best consequences as the ultimate basis on which standards of conduct should be justified. I disagree. It may be that we are “theorizing about different properties,” but we are making conflicting claims about these properties and therefore not “talking past one another.” He is trying to show how my idea of justifiability, which he calls civility, while it is not morally basic as I claim, nonetheless has a place within a consequentialist picture. I argue, on the other hand, that the idea of promoting the best consequences, while it is worth of respect, should be subordinated to the idea of justifiability to others that I try to characterize. Different people may find one or the other side of this debate more convincing. But this does not mean that there is no answer to the question which of us is correct in the claims we make about the reasons people have.

People who agree about the general kind justification that can and should be offered for standards of conduct may disagree in the second way I mentioned about what these standards in fact allow. So, for example, contractualists may disagree about the relative force of different reasons for rejection, and hence about which principles it is reasonable to reject, and which actions are morally wrong. Again, it does not follow from the fact that people disagree in this way that there is no answer to the question which of them is correct. If we were to conclude in some case that there was no single correct answer, the result would be an instance of moral indeterminacy, not relativism.

Cases of disagreement in real life, such as that between Putnam and Nozick, may not be immediately classifiable as being of one or the other of the types I have just described. They may contain elements of both, and I believe that a good way to approach these disagreements is by trying to identify and distinguish these elements. This seems to me a more promising strategy than simply to suppose that there is one subject matter, “morality” that they are making conflicting claims about.

� I would not interpret Reflective Equilibrium in this way. For my views on this see "Rawls on Justification,” in Samuel Freeman, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Rawls.


�This is not, however, what was going on in the passage Raz cites from pages 208-209. There I claimed that a principle that would in general discount harms suffered by only a few people is one that could reasonably be rejected. In so doing, I was relying on an intuitive judgment about reasonable rejection As Raz observes in a footnote (note 12) recognizing this possible response, I did not offer any argument for this intuition. None seemed to me to be needed, since the reasonableness of rejecting a principle that would, in general, licensing the infliction of severe harms on a few for the sake of small benefits to others seemed to me obvious.





� The remark is from p. 241 of my book, quoted by Raz on p. 15.


� Pp. 241-247.


� I argue in Chapter 2 of my book that goodness should be understood in this way. See pp. 95-100.





