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Abstract 
 

 

 

My research focuses on the moral evaluation of people’s motivations. A popular recent 

view in Philosophy is that good people are motivated by the considerations that make 

actions morally right – the “right-making features”. For example, this view entails that a 

Black Lives Matter protester can be a good person if she is motivated to engage in protest 

by the thought that it will bring about equality, or justice, since this is what makes 

engaging in protest morally right. But this view entails that the protester cannot be a good 

person if she engages in protest because it is morally right. I think that this is a mistake. My 

view is that it is good to be explicitly committed to acting rightly and motivated by the 

moral rightness of one’s actions.  

 

More specifically, I explore the nature and defend the value of a complex state that I call 

trying to act rightly. This comprises (a) wanting to act rightly, (b) thinking about which 

actions are right, and (c) doing the things that you think are right, because they are right. 

The three papers of my Dissertation each make part of the case for trying to act rightly. 

 

My first paper, “Praiseworthy Motivations”, addresses the view that it is good to be 

motivated by the right-making features but not good to be motivated to act rightly. I 

argue that this view rests on poorly-drawn comparison cases that are not genuine 

minimal pairs, and that well-constructed cases show these two types of motivation to be 

equally good. I address the worry that trying to act rightly leads people with false moral 

beliefs to act wrongly, by noting that this also applies to motivation by right-making 
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features, since people can be motivated by a right-making feature while being mistaken 

about which acts have this feature. I then argue that we should distinguish carefully 

between motivations, actions, and beliefs when evaluating these well-meaning but 

morally mistaken agents. 

 

The second paper, “We Can Have Our Buck and Pass It, Too”, addresses the view that 

the fact that an act is morally right is not a genuine reason to perform it, and that our 

reasons for action are instead provided by the right-making features. I argue that this 

view rests on a confused picture of moral metaphysics, which would rule out any case in 

which one reason to perform an act is partially metaphysically constituted by another fact 

that is also a reason to perform the same act – as, for example, when a salad both is healthy 

and contains vegetables. I then sketch an alternative picture of moral metaphysics, on 

which genuine reasons for action can be metaphysically related to one another. 

 

My third paper, “Accidentally Doing the Right Thing”, uses general reflections on the 

nature of deliberate action and its relationship to praiseworthiness to argue that someone 

is only praiseworthy for acting rightly if she was trying to act rightly. I apply this idea to 

the philosophical debate on moral worth, defending the Kantian view that actions have 

moral worth just in case they are instances of someone’s trying to act rightly and 

succeeding. This is a radical departure from the most popular contemporary view on 

moral worth, and requires a re-evaluation of the main case discussed in this literature – 

that of Huckleberry Finn.  
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Introduction 
 

 

 

My dissertation explores the nature and defends the value of explicitly moral motivation.  

 

This is the kind of motivation that someone has when she faces a complex, fraught, highly 

morally charged situation, and thinks to herself something like, “Sheesh, I really want to 

do the right thing here – I just wish I knew what that was!” In this case the agent’s 

motivation is explicitly moral: she wants to do the right thing, whatever it may turn out to 

be, and she thinks of what she wants to do in these explicitly moral terms.  

 

Someone can also exhibit explicitly moral motivation when she thinks that she knows 

what the right thing to do is (or, at least, when she takes herself to have a reasonably good 

guess). Sometimes, someone takes herself to have established what is morally required 

of her under her circumstances, and she does this thing because it’s the right thing to do. For 

example, someone might choose to engage in a political protest despite knowing that this 

threatens her prudential interests by posing a risk to her personal safety, and might be 

moved by her conviction that participating in this protest is morally right. In this way, an 

agent’s explicitly moral concern can propel her to action. 

  

More specifically, I am interested in a state that I call trying to act rightly. This is a complex 

state that someone can be in only over a period of time, which has three main 

components: 
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a) Wanting, intrinsically, to do the right thing – i.e., to do whatever is in fact morally 

required of you under your circumstances. 

b) Engaging in moral inquiry aimed at figuring out what is morally required of you, 

with a view to then doing it. 

c) Doing the things that you take to be morally required of you, and, in each case, 

doing the thing because it's the right thing to do. 

  

Here is a quick bit of clarification. The desire in (a) can be a specific desire pertaining to 

a particular set of circumstances (as in the example of the morally uncertain agent), or it 

can be the result of a general desire to do whatever is morally required, applied to a 

particular set of circumstances. What is important is that the desire is intrinsic. This means 

that the agent wants to do the right thing just because it’s right, rather than because it’s 

right and she’ll be financially rewarded for doing what’s right, or because it’s right and 

someone that she finds attractive will go on a date with her iff she does what’s right, or 

etc. 

  

It is my view that trying to act rightly, so construed, is good. That is to say: I think that 

trying to act rightly is at least part of one way of being a good person. 

  

This view may seem obvious or trivial. It is neither. On the contrary, very many ethicists 

and metaethicists have denied the view that I hold. Those who deny this view typically 

do so as a result of their accepting a certain supposed distinction between two types of 

moral motivation. I think that this distinction is mistaken and misleading. But, for the 

purposes of introducing my research project, I will discuss it here. 

  

Some philosophers think that we can usefully contrast two types of moral motivation 

using the de re/de dicto distinction from philosophy of language. These philosophers use 
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the phrase “motivation by rightness de dicto” to refer to the kind of explicitly moral 

motivation that I defend. This is a motivation with the concept of moral rightness, or a 

cognate concept, as part of its content, hence the idea that we are talking about rightness 

de dicto. And these philosophers use the phrase “motivation by rightness de re” to refer to 

any motivation that has as its object one of the features that make acts right, according to 

the true moral theory – collectively called “the right-making features”.  

 

What counts as motivation by rightness de re, so construed, depends on which moral 

theory is true, as it depends on what the right-making features are. In the literatures with 

which I am primarily engaged, we typically try to remain as neutral as possible on this 

question. When we need examples, we help ourselves to plausible-seeming assumptions 

about the sorts of things that might be right-making: we assume that the right-making 

features include considerations pertaining to well-being, fairness, equality, honesty, 

justice, and other things that pre-theoretically seem morally significant. I follow my 

philosophical opponents in this regard (though I think that there is a risk of theoretical 

sloppiness here, which I explain in footnote 1). 

  

Those who accept the contrast between motivation by rightness de dicto and de re, as just 

described, typically do so in order to defend a popular combination of evaluations of 

these two types of motivation: they venerate motivation by rightness de re, and they 

denigrate motivation by rightness de dicto.  

  

The most famous statement of this combination of evaluations comes from Michael 

Smith, in his 1994 book The Moral Problem. There, in a much-read and widely cited 

passage, Smith famously offers the opinion that “commonsense tells us that being 

[motivated by rightness de dicto] is a fetish or moral vice, not [a] moral virtue” (p.75). 

Smith’s position here is strong. According to him, not only is motivation by rightness de 
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dicto no part of any way of being a good person, it is a bad thing – a “vice”, and thus 

something that counts against the agent in an assessment of her character. But, although 

this view is strong, it has plenty of adherents. Many metaethicists have reported sharing 

Smith’s so-called “fetishism intuition” (e.g. Miller 1996, Copp 1997, Dreier 2000, Zangwill 

2003, Toppinen 2004, Strandberg 2007). Smith himself takes it to be closely related to 

Bernard Williams’ “one thought too many” intuition (Williams 1981, p.18; see Smith 194, 

pp.76-77), which is also popular. And some philosophers writing in distinct but related 

literatures have simply assumed that Smith’s intuition is correct; for instance, Brian 

Weatherson (2014) assumes that Smith is correct in his work on moral uncertainty. 

  

Some philosophers prefer a weaker view, according to which motivation by rightness de 

dicto is neither a virtue nor a vice. On this weaker view, the criterion for identifying good 

motivations is straightforward: the good motivations are all and only the motivations 

that have right-making features as their objects. This entails that an explicit concern for 

acting rightly does not make the good list. That is because, no matter what the right-

making features may turn out to be, rightness itself cannot be among them. Acts cannot 

be made right by their rightness itself; this would be circular. So, if the list of good 

motivations contains all and only motivations whose objects are right-making features, 

then motivation by rightness de dicto is not on the good list. On this weaker view, 

therefore, motivation by rightness de dicto is not a vice, but it is not a virtue either. So, on 

this view, the kind of motivation that I defend in this Dissertation is morally neutral – 

that is to say, it is morally on a par with a motivation to eat some hummus, or a motivation 

to go for a run, or a motivation to do some other morally innocuous thing.  

  

The weaker view also has plenty of adherents. Some philosophers write book-length 

defenses of it, like Nomy Arpaly and Timothy Schroeder (2013). And, as was the case 

with Smith’s stronger view, some philosophers writing in distinct but related literatures 
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have simply assumed that this view is correct. For instance, Julia Markovits (2010) 

assumes that this view is correct in her work on moral worth, Alison Hills (2009) assumes 

that this view is correct in her work on moral testimony, and David Shoemaker (2007) 

assumes that this view is correct in his work on membership of the moral community.  

  

I think that both the strong and weak views just described are incorrect. In this 

Dissertation, I aim to refute them. Clearly, I disagree with both views on evaluative 

grounds: I think that trying to act rightly is good, whereas these views both entail that it 

is not. But this clash of evaluative intuitions may end in a stalemate, with neither side 

being able to shift the other’s intuitions in their preferred direction. I avoid stalemate by 

criticizing a different part of both the strong and weak views: I challenge the supposed 

distinction between two types of moral motivation on which these views both rest. I 

maintain that, when we make more of a concerted effort to spell out the nature of these 

types of motivation – that is to say, when we get clearer on the psychology, the 

epistemology, the metaphysics, and the semantics – we reveal a picture on which they 

have far more in common than has traditionally been recognized, and indeed are roughly 

on a par.  

  

The most important point to understand in this regard is this: the right-making features are 

not fundamental. No plausible candidate for being a right-making feature is such that facts 

about its instantiation are brute facts, insusceptible of further explanation. For instance, 

suppose that an act is made right by its being fair: it is morally right because it is fair. Its 

being fair is not then a brute fact, insusceptible of further explanation. Quite the contrary. 

If an act is made right by its being fair, then it is made fair, in turn, by further features of 

the act – perhaps that it distributes social benefits and burdens on reasonable, non-

arbitrary grounds. We could call this a “right-making-feature-making feature”, since it is 

a feature of an act that makes it the case that the act instantiates a right-making feature 
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(fairness). But this right-making-feature-making feature is also not fundamental. If an act 

distributes benefits and burdens on reasonable, non-arbitrary grounds, that in turn is 

made the case by further features of the act – perhaps that it is meritocratic, or that it 

makes reparations for past injustice, or that it gives resources to those with the highest 

need. And these features are not fundamental, either. So on we might go, mapping out a 

metaphysical hierarchy of features of acts that ranges from the less to the more 

fundamental, with rightness at the top and either fundamental moral facts or facts about 

the location and speed of physical particles at the bottom (depending on the truth of 

moral naturalism, which I will take no stand on here).1 

 

I think that, once we zoom out like this and begin to see the entire metaphysical hierarchy, 

the idea that there is something special about the right-making features in particular – the 

features at level 2 – seems silly. There is nothing special about level 2. That is to say, there 

is nothing special about right-making features, as opposed to the right-making-feature-

making features (and all other, less fundamental, moral features) below them and to 

moral rightness above them. 

 

The second-most-important point to understand is this: the de re/de dicto distinction has 

been misapplied. Philosophers write and speak as if the distinction applies to attitudes 

themselves; as if there is such a thing as a de re motivation or a de dicto motivation. But 

this is not the case. The de re/de dicto distinction applies to our ascriptions of attitudes, not 

to the attitudes themselves. This means that there are such distinctions to be drawn with 

respect to any motivation whatsoever, including any motivation whose object is any 

                                                           
1 Understanding that moral properties can be arranged in metaphysical hierarchies helps us to see why there is a risk 

of theoretical sloppiness in simply grasping for anything that pre-theoretically seems morally significant, when looking 

for examples of right-making features. Something’s pre-theoretically seeming morally significant does not tell us where 

in the true metaphysical hierarchy it is located, so it does not tell us that the feature is a right-making feature, rather than 

something lower down. For instance, meritocracy may seem, pre-theoretically, to be morally significant, while being a 

realizer of a right-making feature (namely fairness) rather than a right-making feature itself. 



7 

feature in the metaphysical hierarchy just sketched. The distinction has nothing special 

to do with moral rightness. 

 

For instance, take fairness. Someone could be motivated by fairness either de dicto or de 

re: she could have an explicit concern with acting fairly (de dicto), or a concern with 

whatever it is that falls immediately below fairness in the true metaphysical hierarchy (de 

re). The same holds of any other property in a metaphysical hierarchy. Someone could 

have a motivation whose object is that property – in which a concept referring to the 

property figures explicitly – which would be motivation by the property de dicto. Or she 

could have a motivation whose object is whatever falls directly below the property in the 

true metaphysical hierarchy, which would be motivation by the property de re. Or she 

could have both motivations at the same time.  

 

These points help to show why the de re/de dicto distinction does not apply to attitudes 

themselves. Consider again an agent’s explicit concern with acting fairly. Assuming that 

fairness is a right-making feature, this attitude can be described as motivation by 

rightness de re. But the same attitude can equally accurately be described as motivation 

by fairness de dicto. Those are just two ways to refer to a single motivation. The motivation 

itself is neither de dicto nor de re. It is just a motivation with an object: acting fairly. The de 

dicto/de re distinction applies to our ways of describing this motivation when we ascribe 

it to the agent. 

  

Once we recognize this, it becomes clear that many supposed distinctions between 

motivation by rightness de dicto and de re are spurious, and that many criticisms of 

motivation by rightness de dicto apply with equal force to motivation by rightness de re – 

or, indeed, to any other motivation whose object is any feature in a metaphysical 

hierarchy. Criticisms of motivation by rightness de dicto often focus on cases involving 
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agents in unfortunate epistemic positions, who want to act rightly but are uncertain or 

mistaken about what the right thing to do is. These criticisms extend straightforwardly 

to motivation by rightness de re, as it is possible to be motivated by any right-making 

feature while being uncertain or mistaken about its precise nature and extension. For 

instance, someone may be explicitly concerned with acting fairly but uncertain or 

mistaken as to what fairness consists in, and thus may end up acting unfairly, though she 

was trying to act fairly. Indeed, the relevant phenomena are not even confined to moral 

properties; for example, someone may be motivated to eat a tomato while being uncertain 

or ignorant as to whether an item in front of her is a tomato, and thus may end up 

inadvertently eating a persimmon. In short, it is possible to be motivated by any feature 

whatsoever de dicto but not de re, if one is uncertain or ignorant about it. This means that 

any problematic phenomena in this vicinity are problems with motivation and action in 

general. They have nothing to do with trying to act rightly in particular. 

  

That is the take-home point to glean from my first paper, “Praiseworthy Motivations”. In 

this paper I argue that motivation by rightness de dicto and de re have been unfairly 

compared, using cases that are not genuine minimal pairs. The existing literature has 

focused on pairs of cases in which one agent is motivated to act rightly but has false 

beliefs as to what rightness consists in, thus ending up acting wrongly, while another 

agent is motivated to perform acts with some right-making feature and has true beliefs 

about what this feature consists in, thus ending up acting rightly. These are not minimal 

pairs, since they differ in multiple respects relevant to our moral assessment of the agents 

besides the key issue of whether they are motivated by rightness de dicto or de re. I then 

argue that, when we compare genuine minimal pairs, the idea that there is a substantial 

difference between the praiseworthiness of motivations whose objects are right-making 

features and a motivation to act rightly becomes difficult to sustain. I first consider good 

cases, in which the agents have true beliefs about moral metaphysics and are aware of 
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what it is that the property by which they are motivated consists in (and of that which 

that-which-the-property-consists-in consists in, and that which that property consists in, 

and so on). These agents succeed in doing what they are motivated to do, and thus act 

morally rightly. Intuitively, good cases like this are not rendered markedly worse by the 

agent’s having been intrinsically motivated to act rightly, rather than being intrinsically 

motivated by one of the features at level 2 of the metaphysical hierarchy. I then turn to 

bad cases, arguing that the phenomena described above – the right-making features are 

not fundamental, and it is possible to be motivated by any features de dicto but not de re – 

ensure that there are direct analogues for motivation by rightness de re of all worries about 

agents in unfortunate epistemic positions trying to act rightly but ending up acting 

wrongly. I suggest that the appropriate response to these worries is to be more fine-

grained in distinguishing things for which an agent might be praiseworthy, recognizing 

that people are not either wholly perfect or wholly awful, and acknowledging that 

someone may be praiseworthy in many ways while still falling short (or being positively 

blameworthy) in other ways. I then use the phenomena described above to develop an 

approach to evaluating motivations, the “partial credit” approach, which enables us to 

recognize the precise extent of each agent’s moral success. 

 

My second paper, “We Can Have our Buck and Pass It, Too”, develops a picture of moral 

metaphysics that fleshes out some of the metaphysical claims in the first paper and 

thereby helps to avoid another family of wrong-headed criticisms of motivation by 

rightness de dicto. The family of wrong-headed criticisms at issue centers around the claim 

that the fact that an act is morally right is not a reason to perform it, and our reasons for 

action are instead facts about acts’ right-making features. Philosophers engaged in the 

denigration of motivation by rightness de dicto and veneration of motivation by rightness 

de re often help themselves to this claim about reasons (see e.g. Markovits 2010, pp.207). 

And this claim is suggested by a currently-fashionable move in metanormative theory, 
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called buck-passing, applied to moral rightness. In general, buck-passers about a moral 

property M make two claims about M: that the instantiation of M is not itself a reason for 

anybody to do anything, and that M is rather a positive status that things have in virtue 

of our non-M reasons for actions or attitudes. Buck-passers defend their approach by 

appeal to an intuition that I call “the redundancy intuition”, which holds that it is 

redundant – or, worse, an illegitimate form of double-counting – to say that facts about 

moral properties are reasons, having acknowledged that facts about the M-making 

features are already reasons. Buck-passing is popular but controversial (for defenses see 

e.g. Scanlon 1998, Parfit 2001, Olson 2004, Suikkanen 2004, Stratton-Lake and Hooker 

2006, Skorupski 2007, and for criticisms see e.g. Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen 

2004, Crisp 2005, Väyrynen 2006, Liao 2009, Gregory 2014). I argue against buck-passing 

about moral rightness. On my view, the fact that an act is morally right is a genuine 

objective normative reason to perform it, and that the fact of its possessing some right-

making feature is also a genuine objective normative reason to perform it. I argue that the 

redundancy intuition cannot be probative in telling us which facts are reasons and which 

are not, since it massively overgeneralizes: it applies to any case in which one fact that 

seems to count in favor of performing a certain act or adopting a certain attitude is 

metaphysically constituted, partly or wholly, by another fact that seems to count in favor 

of performing the same act or adopting the same attitude. This is true of many plausible 

candidate right-making features just as much as it is true of rightness. And it is even true 

of many non-moral features of acts. I offer a way out of the mess by suggesting that 

relationships of metaphysical constitution can obtain between genuine objective 

normative reasons, and suggesting a way of thinking about moral metaphysics – the 

“share the weight” view – that explains how this is possible.  

  

These first two papers defend positions that are permissive. I do not deny that motivation 

by rightness de re is praiseworthy, nor do I deny that facts about right-making features 
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are objective normative reasons. Rather, I argue that motivation by rightness de dicto is 

also praiseworthy, and that the fact that an act is morally right is also a genuine objective 

normative reason. So, while these papers do develop novel positive proposals for 

assessing agents’ motivations and for conceiving of moral metaphysics (the partial credit 

approach and the share the weight view), in the dialectic between defenders of 

motivation by rightness de dicto and de re their role is largely defensive. The papers show 

that some prominent criticisms of motivation by rightness de dicto either apply with equal 

force to motivation by rightness de re, or do not apply to anything because they are 

fundamentally confused. The third and final paper of this Dissertation – “Accidentally 

Doing the Right Thing” – is different. In this paper I go on the offensive: I discuss a 

genuine difference between motivation by rightness de dicto and de re, as traditionally 

construed, but one that I think redounds to the credit of motivation by rightness de dicto. 

I argue that someone’s trying to act rightly is necessary for her to count as deliberately 

doing the right thing, which in turn is necessary both for being praiseworthy for doing 

the right thing and for performing acts with genuine moral worth. I make this case using 

some general reflections on the nature of deliberate action and its relationship to 

praiseworthiness. Contra recent philosophers who argue that it is sufficient for moral 

worth that an agent is motivated to do the right thing by its right-making features, I note 

that it is a central part of the concept of moral worth that an act lacks moral worth if it is 

an instance of someone’s accidentally doing the right thing, and I then suggest that 

ordinary-language intuitions about doing things accidentally suggest that one may 

accidentally perform an act of type T even if one was motivated by the very features that 

make it the case that one’s act is of type T. If someone has no idea that she is acting rightly, 

I argue, then she accidentally does the right thing – and her act lacks moral worth – even 

if she was motivated by the right-making features. I then argue that an agent is 

praiseworthy for performing an act of a certain good type only if she did so deliberately. 

If I am correct about this, then there are two positive moral properties (moral worth and 
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being praiseworthy for acting rightly) that an act or agent can have only if the agent 

exhibits the kind of explicitly moral motivation that I favor. This third paper thus defends 

a version of the Kantian view that an act has moral worth only if its agent does it because 

it’s the right thing to do. On my view, the best interpretation of the concept of moral 

worth that we inherit from Kant construes the performance of an act with moral worth 

as a certain kind of achievement: the achievement of someone’s trying to act rightly and 

succeeding.  

  

The remainder of this Dissertation consists of the three papers just sketched, and then a 

concluding chapter summarizing the directions in which I would like to take this project 

in future work. 
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I: Praiseworthy Motivations 
 

 

 

I’m just a soul whose intentions are good; 

Oh Lord, please don’t let me be misunderstood. 

— Nina Simone 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

In this paper I defend the following thesis: 

  

SYMMETRY THESIS: If motivation by rightness de re is praiseworthy, then 

so is motivation by rightness de dicto.  

  

My thesis is equivalent to the negation of a popular view: that motivation by rightness de 

re is praiseworthy, but motivation by rightness de dicto is not. I will call this “the 

asymmetry thesis”. 

    

Let me begin by providing some context, which will explain what the symmetry and 

asymmetry theses are talking about.  

 

We all face morally difficult decisions. Life is complicated, lots of things are morally 

significant, and it is frequently hard to tell precisely what is morally required of us. 
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Some people approach morally difficult decisions thinking something like “I just want to 

do the right thing in this situation, whatever it is!” These people then engage in moral 

reflection. When they think that they have worked out what the right thing to do is in 

their situation – or, at least, when they have a good guess – they then do it, because it's the 

right thing to do. 

   

Other people have more concrete concerns. Faced with morally difficult decisions, they 

think about what would be honest, or kind, or fair, or about what’s in the interests of the 

people concerned, rather than thinking about what’s morally right per se.  These people 

then choose a course of action based on its having one of these more concrete features, 

rather than choosing it based on its moral rightness.   

 

But some of the more concrete features by which these people are motivated are among 

the features that make courses of action morally right – the so-called “right-making 

features”. So, although people moved by these concerns are not motivated by the moral 

rightness of their actions per se, they are motivated by the very features that their actions’ 

moral rightness consists in. 

  

Philosophers distinguish between these two types of moral concern. We say that the first 

type of person is motivated by rightness de dicto. This means that she is explicitly 

concerned with acting morally rightly: she has a motivation with the concept of moral 

rightness, or a cognate concept, as part of its content. We say that the second type of 

person is motivated by rightness de re. This means that she is concerned with the features 

of actions that their moral rightness in fact consists in, according to the true moral theory 

(whatever it may be). The content of her motivation includes these “right-making” 

features, but it need not include the concept of moral rightness itself. 
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This way of drawing the distinction comes from Michael Smith’s discussion of 

praiseworthy motivations in The Moral Problem (1994). Smith drew the distinction in order 

to denigrate motivation by rightness de dicto. He denied that this type of moral concern 

can be part of what it is to be a good person, claiming that “good people care non-

derivatively about honesty, the weal and woe of their children and friends, the well-being 

of their fellows, people getting what they deserve, justice, equality, and the like, not… 

doing what they believe to be right, where this is read de dicto and not de re. Indeed, 

commonsense tells us that being so motivated is a fetish or moral vice, not [a] moral 

virtue” (ibid., p.75). Smith envisages the “moral fetishist” as someone who is left cold by 

all mention of the honesty, justice, equality, etc., of an act, springing into action only when 

it is added that the act is right. 

 

A lively debate ensued as to whether Smith is right about this. Some (e.g. Lillehammer 

1996, Svavarsdóttir 1999, Olson 2002, Aboodi 2016) argued that Smith’s so-called 

“commonsense” intuition is mistaken or misleading. Others (e.g. Miller 1996, Copp 1997, 

Dreier 2000, Zangwill 2003, Toppinen 2004, Strandberg 2007) reported sharing it. And 

Smith himself later clarified that what he really thinks is praiseworthy is not motivation 

by rightness de re, but rather an “executive virtue” by which agents’ intrinsic motivations 

reliably track their beliefs about what moral rightness consists in (Smith 1996, pp.176-

177).  

 

This literature is already crowded with disputants, and I will not wade into it here. 

 

I am interested in a different literature. Independently of the metaethical arguments for 

and against Smith’s position, the asymmetry thesis – that motivation by rightness de re is 
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praiseworthy, but motivation by rightness de dicto is not – has become popular in its own 

right.  

 

The most developed defense of the asymmetry thesis is from Nomy Arpaly and Timothy 

Schroeder (2013). Their view is that good will is a matter of intrinsically desiring that 

which is in fact right or good, de re, and/or not intrinsically desiring that which is in fact 

wrong or bad, de re, and that good will in turn is both necessary and sufficient for both 

virtue and praiseworthiness. They say that “it is the right or good conceptualized in the 

way preferred by the correct normative theory, and not merely via the concept RIGHT or 

GOOD, that motivates people moved by good will” (ibid., p.177). Thus they explicitly 

consider and reject the possibility that it might be praiseworthy to be motivated by the 

right or good de dicto. On this view, what matters for good will, virtue, and 

praiseworthiness is that an agent is motivated by the very features that rightness or 

goodness in fact consists in, and that she conceptualizes these features “in the way 

preferred by the correct normative theory”. 

 

Arpaly and Schroeder argue for their view by comparing agents, all of whom accept false 

and pernicious moral theories (such as a pro-slavery moral theory). Some are motivated 

by rightness de dicto but not de re, while others are motivated by rightness de re but not de 

dicto. Those who are motivated by rightness de dicto do what is in fact wrong, believing it 

to be right, since it is right according to their false moral theory. And those who are 

motivated by rightness de re do what is in fact right, believing it to be wrong, but being 

undeterred by this since they are uninterested in rightness de dicto. Arpaly and Schroeder 

emphasize that the latter (de re morally motivated) agents, who do what is in fact right 

and care about what is in fact morally significant, seem more praiseworthy than the 

former. They do not use the term “fetishist” to describe the former (de dicto morally 

motivated) agents, but their intuition here is roughly the same as Smith’s. I will object to 
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this way of comparing cases in §3; for now, I simply note that the asymmetry thesis has 

received some sophisticated recent defenses. 

 

Other authors, writing on related topics, have simply assumed that the asymmetry thesis 

is correct. For example, Brian Weatherson (2014, pp.152-154) deploys Smith’s fetishism 

intuition as the key move in his argument against “moral hedging”, which involves 

taking account of one’s credences in various different moral theories when deciding what 

to do. Weatherson argues that someone would only engage in moral hedging if she were 

motivated by rightness de dicto. Then he suggests that this shows moral hedging to be 

objectionable, as it “is not possible without falling into the bad kind of moral fetishism 

that Smith rightly decries” (ibid., p.154). Weatherson is explicit about the fact that this is 

his main argument against moral hedging. 

 

Similarly, Julia Markovits (2010, p.204) deploys the fetishism intuition in her argument 

for the claim that someone performs an act with moral worth just in case she is motivated 

to do the morally right thing by the features that make it morally right. She too defers to 

Smith, arguing that someone who does the right thing because it is right “seems guilty of 

a kind of fetishism (to borrow a phrase from Michael Smith)” (ibid.). This is Markovits’ 

main argument against the traditional Kantian idea that it might be sufficient for moral 

worth that an agent does the right thing because it is right. 

 

Related ideas have spread into further literatures. For example, Alison Hills (2009, p.117, 

citing Arpaly 2002) appeals to the idea that agents motivated by rightness de dicto cannot 

perform morally worthy acts in a paper on moral testimony. Hills allows that someone 

who “wants to do what is morally right and chooses in accordance with those desires” 

has “good motivations”, but she nonetheless insists that “more is required for morally 

worthy action: you need to act for the reasons why your action is right” (ibid.). Hills uses 
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this point to suggest that agents who learn what is right from testimony cannot perform 

acts with moral worth. Similarly, David Shoemaker (2007) argues that a “morality 

fetishist” – a term referring to the sort of person Smith described (ibid., p.88, n.44) – would 

be “not responding to any moral reasons at all” (ibid., p.88). This is because responding 

to moral reasons is, according to Shoemaker, a matter of responding to right-making 

features. Shoemaker takes this to show that someone motivated by rightness de dicto 

would fail to count as a full-fledged member of the moral community. 

 

So the distinction between motivation by rightness de dicto and de re, and the associated 

idea that there is something wrong with motivation by rightness de dicto, is an old dog 

that is being taught new tricks. My aim in the present paper is to put a stop to this. I think 

that the widespread acceptance of the asymmetry thesis has been a mistake.  

 

My own view is a form of pluralism about praiseworthy motivations. I think that it is 

good to be motivated by honesty, fairness, equality, and so on, and it is also good to be 

motivated by rightness de dicto. And that is not all: I hold that the traditional distinction 

between the right-making features and rightness itself is oversimplified. Just as there are 

right-making features, there are features that make it the case that the right-making 

features obtain – we might call them “right-making-feature-making features”. And there 

are further features that make it the case that the right-making-feature-making features 

obtain, and so on, in a hierarchy of metaphysical constitution. To preview: my view is 

that any intrinsic or well-derived realizer motivation whose object is a moral feature in 

this metaphysical hierarchy, including the maximally thin moral feature at the top, is a 

praiseworthy motivation. (I will explain this all further in §2 and §4.) 

 

Nonetheless, some of my arguments show only that certain popular criticisms of 

motivation by rightness de dicto apply with equal force to motivation by rightness de re. 
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This leaves open the possibility that neither variety of moral motivation is praiseworthy. 

Hence, I argue for the symmetry thesis stated conditionally: if motivation by rightness de 

re is praiseworthy, then so is motivation by rightness de dicto. My opponents already 

accept that motivation by rightness de re is praiseworthy, so I hope that they will join me 

in adding more praiseworthy motivations to their list. But my argument does leave open 

the option of throwing out both baby and bathwater and starting anew. 

 

Here is a roadmap. I begin with three important clarifications (§2), which together 

suggest that there is something spurious about the distinction between two types of 

moral motivation on which the asymmetry thesis rests. I then argue that motivation by 

rightness de dicto and de re have been poorly compared, and that, when we compare 

correctly constructed minimal pairs, it is no longer plausible that one type of motivation 

is praiseworthy and the other is not. I first discuss good cases, in which people succeed 

in doing what they are trying to do (§3.1). I argue that the asymmetry thesis is committed 

to implausibly harsh verdicts about agents who try to act rightly and even partially 

succeed, especially as compared with those who manage to act rightly without trying. I 

then turn to bad cases, in which people fail to do what they are trying to do due to their 

false moral beliefs (§3.2). This is the main kind of case that has been used to raise worries 

about the praiseworthiness of motivation by rightness de dicto. I argue that exactly parallel 

worries arise for motivation by rightness de re. So, my opponents and I all need to find 

something plausible to say about such cases. I offer something to say: we must pay more 

attention to the different ways of being praiseworthy, acknowledging that someone can 

have praiseworthy motivations without praiseworthy beliefs or behavior, and that 

someone can have some praiseworthy motivations while lacking others. It should be no 

surprise that people can be criticizable in certain respects while also having some 

redeeming features. This, I contend, is what we should say about the well-meaning but 
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morally mistaken. In the final section (§4) I spell out the details of an approach to thinking 

about praiseworthy motivations – the “partial credit” approach – that secures this result. 

 

 

2. Clarifying the phenomena 

 

This section covers some preliminaries that are necessary for understanding my main 

argument. I explain the way I am thinking of motivation; I sketch the picture of moral 

metaphysics that informs my main argument; and I note an observation about the de re/de 

dicto distinction that supports the symmetry thesis, and can be overlooked by those who 

defend the asymmetry thesis. My disagreement with the asymmetry thesis is not only a 

normative one, but also one about how its alleged distinction between two types of moral 

motivation is set up. I think that philosophical reasoning on this point has been muddled, 

and that if we pay closer attention to the nature of these two types of moral motivation – 

to the psychology, semantics, and metaphysics – then we will see that they are have more 

in common than has so far been appreciated. 

 

Here is how I am thinking of motivation. As I will construe it throughout this paper, a 

motivation is a type of mental state to which desire gives rise, and which itself gives rise 

to a set of dispositions. These comprise (1) the disposition to think about what it would 

take to realize that which one desires, (2) the disposition to notice when one’s acts seem 

to have some bearing on whether that which one desires will be realized, (3) the 

disposition to do what one thinks will realize that which one desires, doing it because (one 

thinks that) it will realize that which one desires, and (4) the disposition to refrain from 

doing something if one thinks that it will impede the realization of that which one desires, 

refraining from doing it because (one thinks that) it will impede the realization of that 

which one desires. Someone is motivated to do something to the extent that she has these 
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four dispositions. For example, someone is motivated to eat healthily to the extent that 

she is disposed to think about healthy eating, to notice whether her food is healthy or 

unhealthy, and to choose to eat some foods and avoid others on the grounds that this is 

what it takes to eat healthily.2  

 

As I am thinking of it, motivation is not quite the same thing as desire. Motivation is the 

part of desiring something that involves trying to bring it about. Desire itself is associated 

with a wider set of dispositions than the four just mentioned; for example, it is associated 

with the disposition to be happy and satisfied when one believes that what one desires is 

realized, and to be unhappy and frustrated when one believes that it is not realized. I 

think that it would be a conceptual stretch to say that these dispositions are part of 

motivation. But nothing hangs on this terminological point. If we spoke in terms of desire 

(or anything else) rather than motivation, it would remain the case that I am interested in 

the mental state that gives rise to the four dispositions just mentioned. 

 

Some motivations are related to one another, because there are structural relationships 

between the desires that give rise to them. A desire to φ is intrinsic if it serves no further 

end; philosophers sometimes express this by saying that the agent wants to φ “for its own 

sake”.3 There are two other types of desire. A desire to φ is instrumental if it is generated 

by a desire to ψ plus a belief that φ-ing is a causal means to ψ-ing. And a desire to φ is a 

realizer desire if it is generated by a desire to ψ plus a belief that φ-ing constitutes ψ-ing. 

Thus, both instrumental and realizer desires depend on prior desires and beliefs about 

                                                           
2 Like all dispositions, the dispositions associated with motivation need not always manifest. For example, someone 

could be motivated to eat healthily even though she sometimes eats cake, knowing full well that this will impede the 

coming about of that which she desires (viz., that she eats healthily). To the extent that she remains generally disposed 

to refrain from doing what she thinks will impede her eating healthily, and she also has dispositions (1—3), she still 

counts as motivated to eat healthily. These dispositions come in degrees, because motivation comes in degrees. 
3 This muddies the waters somewhat by ignoring the distinction between intrinsic and final desires, which does not 

matter for present purposes. For the distinction see Korsgaard (1983); Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen (2000). 
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relationships between their objects and the objects of these prior desires. But they are 

different, since causal relationships are different from relationships of metaphysical 

constitution.  

 

We can now clarify the nature of intrinsic motivation by rightness de dicto. This is a mental 

state that arises when an agent desires that she act morally rightly, and that gives rise to 

dispositions to think about what it takes to act rightly, to notice the moral quality of her 

acts, to do things she thinks are right, because they are right, and to refrain from doing 

things she thinks are wrong, because they would be wrong. Importantly, for a motivation 

to act rightly to be intrinsic, it must not depend on the agent’s beliefs about what acting 

rightly would cause or constitute. For example, the agent is not intrinsically motivated to 

act rightly if she has these dispositions only because she believes that a person she finds 

attractive will go on a date with her if she acts rightly.  

 

We can similarly see what it is to be intrinsically motivated by a right-making feature. 

For example, suppose that fairness is a right-making feature. To be intrinsically motivated 

by this feature is to be in a mental state that arises when the agent desires that she act 

fairly, and that gives rise to dispositions to think about what it takes to act fairly, to notice 

the fairness or unfairness of her acts, to do the things she thinks are fair, because they are 

fair, and to refrain from doing the things she thinks are unfair, because they are unfair. For 

an agent’s motivation to act fairly to be intrinsic, it must not depend on her prior beliefs 

about what acting fairly would cause or constitute. For example, she is not intrinsically 

motivated to act fairly if she has these dispositions only because she believes that she will 

be financially rewarded for her fairness and wants some financial reward. And she is not 

intrinsically motivated to act fairly if she has the dispositions only because she believes 

that acting fairly constitutes acting rightly, and she wants to act rightly. (This last point 
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will be crucial for my argument in §3.1.) The same applies, mutatis mutandis, to all other 

right-making features. 

  

That was the first preliminary. The second is a brief sketch of the metaphysical picture 

that informs my view. Most of the details of this picture are unimportant for present 

purposes, and could be filled out in many ways. What is important is this: the right-making 

features are not fundamental. This means that the very same metaphysical relationship – 

the “makes it the case” relationship – that moral rightness bears to the right-making 

features is in turn borne by the right-making features to various other features of acts. For 

example, the fact that an act is fair is not a brute fact. This fact obtains in virtue of further 

facts about the act; perhaps the fact that it distributes social benefits and burdens on 

reasonable, non-arbitrary grounds. And that is also not a brute fact. It obtains in virtue of 

further facts about the act; perhaps that it is meritocratic, or that it makes reparations for 

past injustice, or that it distributes resources based on need. And those facts are not brute, 

either; they, too, obtain in virtue of further facts about the act. And so on. This yields a 

metaphysical hierarchy of features of acts, with rightness at the top, then the right-

making features, then the right-making-feature-making features, and so on down to the 

fundamental level. Once we zoom out and begin to see the entire hierarchy, I think that 

it begins to seem implausible that there is anything special about being motivated by the 

features at level two.  

 

The fact that the right-making features are not fundamental means that there are de re/de 

dicto distinctions to be drawn with respect to motivation by any of these features, just as 

there is for motivation by rightness.  

 

This is an important point about how to apply the de re/de dicto distinction. Speaking 

loosely, philosophers sometimes talk as if attitudes themselves carve into the de re and 
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the de dicto. But that is not how the distinction works. There is no such thing as a de re 

motivation or a de dicto motivation. Rather, the distinction applies to our ascriptions of 

attitudes.4 De dicto attitude-ascriptions are given in the terms that figure in the content of 

the attitude. De re attitude-ascriptions are given in terms of things that constitute or are 

constituted by that which figures in the content of the attitude, where the metaphysical 

facts about what constitutes what are known to the person ascribing the attitude – and to 

her audience, if she has one – but not necessarily to the agent whose attitudes are being 

ascribed. For instance, a motivation to buy some flowers for Clark Kent is equally well 

described as a motivation to buy flowers for Clark Kent de dicto or as a motivation to buy 

flowers for Superman de re. A motivation to drink some H2O is a motivation to drink 

some water de re, and also a motivation to drink some H2O de dicto. And so on. As these 

examples illustrate, a motivation itself is neither de re nor de dicto: it is just a motivation 

with some content and an object, in light of which we can describe it in various ways. 

 

This applies to motivations whose objects are features in the metaphysical hierarchy that 

I have described. Take any feature in the hierarchy, and take a motivation with this 

feature as its object. We can describe this motivation equally well in either of two ways. 

First, we can name the feature that is the object of the motivation, and can say that the 

relevant agent is motivated by this feature de dicto. Second, we can name the feature above 

this one in the metaphysical hierarchy, and say that the agent is motivated by that feature 

de re. For example, suppose that someone has an explicit concern with acting fairly: a 

concern with doing the fair thing in a certain situation, whatever it may be. Assuming 

that fairness is a right-making feature, this is one way of being motivated by rightness de 

                                                           
4 For some background on the de dicto/de re distinction see McKay and Nelson (2014); for the most well-known analysis 

see Quine (1956); for an extensive contemporary treatment see Keshet and Schwarz (ms). Quine understands the de 

re/de dicto distinction in terms of the logical form of sentences, including sentences involving attitude-ascriptions. And 

on Keshet and Schwarz’s account, noun phrases must always be interpreted as de re or de dicto relative to an intensional 

operator, as they may take different interpretations within the same sentence.  This reinforces my point that the de re/de 

dicto distinction pertains to the language we use to describe attitudes, rather than to the attitudes themselves. 



25 

re. But this same motivation is equally as well described as motivation by fairness de dicto. 

By contrast, someone could care about whatever it is that fairness in fact consists in – i.e., 

whatever falls below fairness in the metaphysical hierarchy. This would be motivation 

by fairness de re. The same holds for all other right-making features; one can care about 

them de dicto, or de re, or both. 

 

This matters because it means that motivation by rightness de re just is motivation by a 

right-making feature de dicto. To repeat: assuming that fairness is a right-making feature, 

being motivated by fairness de dicto is one way of being motivated by rightness de re. An 

explicit concern for acting fairly is equally accurately described either as motivation by 

fairness de dicto or as motivation by rightness de re, because these are two ways to refer to 

the same motivation. The same holds for all other putative right-making features. Being 

motivated by rightness de re might be a matter of being motivated to treat people with 

respect de dicto, or being motivated to promote well-being de dicto, or being motivated by 

people getting what they deserve de dicto. (Which of these it is depends on which moral 

theory is true.) And so on, for whichever features rightness in fact consists in – whatever 

these features are, being explicitly motivated by them is both motivation by rightness de 

re and motivation by the relevant feature de dicto. 

 

What about direct concern for a loved one, rather than for an abstract idea like fairness 

or well-being? The same thing holds. Consider a version of the case from Charles Fried 

(1970) made famous by Bernard Williams (1981), in which you see that your wife is 

drowning and jump into the water to save her. Why do you do this? Williams famously 

says that your motivating thought, “fully spelled out”, might have been “that it was 

[your] wife” (ibid., p.18). But this must be elliptical. Someone who came upon the scene 

and simply thought “Hey, there’s my wife!” would not yet think anything that motivates 

performing any specific action. Rather, when the agent’s motivating thought is fully 
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spelled out, it must be something like, “My wife is drowning! I must save her! OK, here 

I go!” But notice that this makes sense only if we ascribe to the agent a motivational state 

regarding her wife – perhaps an intrinsic motivation to save her wife, or perhaps a more 

general motivation to protect her wife from harm or to care for her wife or to look after her wife, 

from which the motivation to save her wife derives. And these are all motivations that 

we can ascribe to the agent de dicto, as I just did when listing them. These motivations are 

directed toward features that fall somewhere below moral rightness in the metaphysical 

hierarchy. But that does not prevent them from being motivations that we can ascribe to 

the agent in de dicto terms, by spelling out their content explicitly.5 

 

In short, the fact that the agent cares about her wife does not make her motivation any 

more de re than any other motivation. On the contrary, it is a mistake even to think that 

some motivations are “more de re” than others. Rather, all motivations have objects and 

contents, in light of which we can ascribe them to agents in either de re or de dicto terms. 

 

With these preliminaries in mind, we can now clarify the view that I oppose in this paper. 

This is it: 

 

ASYMMETRY THESIS: Intrinsic motivation by one of the right-making 

features de dicto (i.e., by rightness de re) is praiseworthy. But intrinsic 

motivation by rightness de dicto is not praiseworthy.  

                                                           
5 To forestall a possible misunderstanding: the same thing holds if the agent’s motivational state does not include the 

concept WIFE as part of its content, but rather a name for the wife herself – e.g., if the agent is motivated to protect Nyika 

or to care for Ella. These are all still motivations that we can ascribe to the agent de dicto, as I just did. We should not be 

led astray by the fact that it doesn’t make sense to append “whoever that is” to these sentences, as it does for some de 

dicto expressions; e.g. we can say “amnesiac James Bond wants to protect the queen, whoever that is”, but not “the 

agent wants to protect Nyika, whoever that is”. But we can still get across the content of the agent’s attitude by saying 

“she wants to protect Nyika, whatever that amounts to”. This clarifies that she wants to protect Nyika de dicto, i.e. that 

she is explicitly concerned with protecting Nyika, rather than wanting to do something (e.g. shoot a pistol into a nearby 

alley) that happens to constitute protecting Nyika. 
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I think this is a faithful interpretation of what defenders of the asymmetry thesis have in 

mind. Defenders of this view typically explicitly restrict their focus to intrinsic 

motivations. For instance, in the introduction to their book, Arpaly and Schroeder say 

that “in this work the focus will be on intrinsic desires”, and that they hold that 

instrumental and realizer desires have “little or [no] moral significance” (2013, p.6). There 

is a rationale for this restriction, which I will discuss (and criticize) in §3.1. 

 

Defenders of the asymmetry thesis are also fairly explicit about the fact that it is the right-

making features, rather than the right-making-feature-making features (or any other 

lower-order features), that they take to be the objects of praiseworthy motivations. When 

Arpaly and Schroeder say that the object of a virtuous agent’s motivation is the right or 

good “correctly conceptualized”, and that this amounts to the object of the motivation 

being “conceptualized in the way preferred by the correct normative theory”, all of their 

examples are mid-level moral properties that one may care about either de dicto or de re – 

including “respecting persons”, “happiness maximized”, “welfare”, and “justice” (2013, 

p.164). Smith’s examples are also mid-level properties, like “honesty”, “equality”, and 

“people getting what they deserve” (op. cit.). And Arpaly and Schroeder make it clear 

that motivation by right-making features de re is not praiseworthy, on their view. They 

consider the case of an alien scientist who is motivated to produce high levels of activity 

in the perigenual anterior cingulate cortex of healthy humans, which is, in fact, what 

pleasure consists in. This alien is motivated to produce pleasure de re. But Arpaly and 

Schroeder say that “one would not want to credit the alien with even partial good will” 

(2013, p.167), even if pleasure-production is a right-making feature. So, the asymmetry 

thesis favors intrinsic motivation by the right-making features de dicto, not de re: this view 

holds that it is intrinsic motivations whose objects are right-making features, rather than 

right-making-feature-making features (or lower-order features), that is praiseworthy. 
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3. Main argument  

 

As a reminder, here’s my thesis again: 

 

SYMMETRY THESIS: If motivation by rightness de re is praiseworthy, then 

so is motivation by rightness de dicto.  

 

I will now give my main argument for this thesis. 

 

To assess this thesis, we should compare pairs of cases: one in which the agent is 

motivated by rightness de dicto and another in which she is motivated by rightness de re. 

But, in constructing these cases, we should tread carefully. We should ensure that we 

compare minimal pairs – pairs of cases in which one agent is motivated by rightness de 

dicto and the other motivated by rightness de re, with all else held fixed. We should avoid 

varying other potentially relevant factors, so as not to create noise. Notably, we should 

not compare one agent who tries to act rightly but has false beliefs about what rightness 

consists in, and thus ends up acting wrongly, to another agent who tries to perform acts 

with a certain right-making feature and has true beliefs about what it consists in, and thus 

ends up acting rightly. This is unhelpful, because our judgment about the cases does not 

necessarily reflect our intuitive assessment of the relative praiseworthiness of motivation 

by rightness de dicto and de re. It could instead be a response to other differences between 

the cases: perhaps the fact that one agent succeeds in what she is trying to do while the 

other fails, or the fact that one agent has true beliefs about the object of her motivation 

while the other has false beliefs about the object of her motivation, or (most probably) the 

fact that one agent acts wrongly while the other acts rightly.  
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3.1. Good cases 

 

For a genuine minimal pair, both agents – the one motivated by rightness de dicto and the 

one motivated by rightness de re – should succeed in doing what they are motivated to 

do. They should also perform the same act under the same circumstances. I will offer one 

example of such a pair, and then a recipe for how to construct further examples.  

 

Here is the example: 

 

CHAIRING 1: Maryam is chairing a session at a prestigious Philosophy 

conference, which is notorious for getting nasty during Q&A. Maryam 

wants to act rightly – that is, she wants to conduct Q&A in such a manner 

as to meet all her obligations not only qua chair but also qua moral agent. So 

she thinks carefully about what her obligations might be, planning to 

modify her behavior in light of her conclusions. After much soul-searching 

and careful thought, Maryam decides that four things matter morally in her 

case: prioritizing junior scholars over senior scholars, prioritizing those 

who have asked fewer questions at the conference over those who have 

asked lots already, discouraging audience members from asking repeated 

versions of the same question, and discouraging them from battering the 

speaker with multiple lengthy follow-ups. Maryam devises a set of 

principles that allows her to promote these four ends in a manner that 

reflects her estimation of their relative importance. She then conducts Q&A 

in perfect accordance with her principles. Moreover, Maryam is completely 

right about all of this. She has exhaustively identified the considerations 

that matter morally in her case, and has chosen principles that precisely 
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reflect their relative importance. Maryam has perfected the principles of 

conference ethics. Since she guides her behavior in accordance with her 

conclusions, she also acts perfectly. 

 

CHAIRING 2: Mario is chairing a session at a prestigious Philosophy 

conference, which is notorious for getting nasty during Q&A. Mario 

introspects and finds that he has four intrinsic motivations relevant to his 

circumstances: to prioritize junior scholars over senior scholars, to prioritize 

those who have asked fewer questions over those who have asked lots 

already, to discourage audience members from asking repeated versions of 

the same question, and to discourage them from battering the speaker with 

multiple lengthy follow-ups. So Mario devises a set of principles that allows 

him to promote these four ends in a manner that reflects the relative degrees 

to which he cares about each of them. Mario also comes to believe that the 

objects of his motivations are the right-making features in his situation, and 

that it is morally right to conduct Q&A in accord with his principles, since 

these beliefs fit well with his pre-theoretical intuitions. But these beliefs are 

motivationally otiose. Mario conducts Q&A in perfect accord with his 

principles just because his intrinsic motivations incline him in this direction. 

He could change his beliefs about how it is morally right to conduct Q&A 

without his behavior changing at all. Happily, though, Mario’s intrinsic 

motivations are directed toward all and only the things in his situation that 

are in fact morally significant, and their relative strength corresponds 

precisely to these things’ relative importance. So, since these motivations 

guide his behavior, Mario also acts perfectly. 
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Let’s assume that CHAIRING 1 and CHAIRING 2 are part of a broader pattern, as follows. 

Maryam has one intrinsic motivation operative in her decisions: the motivation to act 

rightly.6 Mario, on the other hand, has a hodge-podge of various intrinsic motivations. 

But Maryam has all and only the true moral beliefs, and all and only true beliefs about 

morally relevant non-moral matters. So, she has realizer motivations directed toward all 

the right-making features, all the right-making-feature-making features, and so on. 

Meanwhile, Mario’s intrinsic motivations happen to be directed toward all and only the 

right-making features. He has true beliefs about what each of these features consists in 

and has developed the appropriate realizer motivations. In short, for every intrinsic 

motivation of Mario’s, Maryam has a realizer motivation with the same object. And for 

every realizer motivation of Maryam’s, Mario has either the same motivation or an 

intrinsic motivation with the same object. These agents’ motivational sets are almost 

identical. The only difference between them lies in the structure of the very top of their 

motivational sets: Maryam has an extra intrinsic motivation, to act rightly, from which her 

other motivations derive, while Mario’s motivations derive from his intrinsic motivations 

directed toward the right-making features (which are, for Maryam, the objects of realizer 

motivations). But this difference in the structure of their motivational sets makes no 

difference to their behavior. In all actual circumstances, like CHAIRING 1 and 2, Maryam 

and Mario act identically – and, by stipulation, morally perfectly. 

 

These cases compare two successful agents, who do what they are trying to do. Maryam 

tries to act rightly, and does a great job. She acts impeccably. Mario tries to promote each 

of the various things that he cares about, and does an equally great job. He promotes 

                                                           
6 This is not to say that the motivation to act rightly is Maryam’s only intrinsic motivation. She may have any number 

of other intrinsic motivations, so long as they are not operative in her decisions about what to do in the cases that make 

up this broad pattern. For instance, it could be that Maryam is intrinsically motivated to take care of various friends 

and family members, but these motivations play no part in a rationalizing explanation of her choice of chairing policy, 

since Maryam knows that nothing she does at the conference will affect those friends and family members.  
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these things to the degree to which he cares about each of them. Moreover, since Mario’s 

motivations align with the content of the true moral theory, he too acts impeccably. So, 

this pair of cases is well-constructed; it compares someone motivated by rightness de dicto 

with someone motivated by rightness de re, holding all else fixed.  

 

What, then, should we say about the praiseworthiness of Maryam and Mario’s 

motivations? 

 

The asymmetry thesis entails that Maryam’s motivations are not at all praiseworthy. This 

is because of two claims that are key components of this view. First, as we have seen (in 

§2), the view concerns intrinsic desires. On this view, then, instrumental and realizer 

motivations are not the sort of thing that can be praiseworthy. Second, the view says that 

not just any old intrinsic motivation is praiseworthy: it says that all and only intrinsic 

motivations whose objects are right-making features are praiseworthy. This entails that 

Maryam’s motivations are not at all praiseworthy. For, although Maryam is motivated 

by every right-making feature, those motivations are not intrinsic. They are realizer 

motivations, deriving from her intrinsic motivation to act rightly and her true beliefs that 

these features are what moral rightness consists in. Maryam is intrinsically motivated to 

act morally rightly. But rightness itself is not a right-making feature; that would be 

circular. (To put this another way: the “makes it the case” relation is irreflexive.) So, 

Maryam has no motivation that is both intrinsic and directed toward a right-making 

feature. Thus, according to the asymmetry thesis, she has no praiseworthy motivations. 

 

This is not at all plausible. Maryam is a morally impeccable person. Her life consists in 

the performance of one morally right act after another. She also has all and only true 

moral beliefs. And neither her consistently right actions nor her perfectly accurate moral 

beliefs are a fluke; Maryam is this way because she is motivated to act rightly, which has 
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led to a great deal of careful thought, sophisticated reasoning, and concerted moral effort 

on her part. She is this way because her life is guided by an unfailing, and successful, 

commitment to doing what is morally required of her. There are some unappealing things 

about someone as morally outstanding as Maryam – one may not want to have her as 

one’s best friend, for instance. But it is simply incredible to say that her motivations are 

not praiseworthy to any degree whatsoever.7 

 

This verdict on Maryam is even less plausible when we compare it to the asymmetry 

thesis’s verdict on Mario. On this view, though Maryam’s motivations are not at all 

praiseworthy, Mario’s are fully praiseworthy. This is because (like Maryam) he has a 

motivation directed toward each and every right-making feature, and (unlike Maryam) 

these motivations are all intrinsic. But such wildly divergent verdicts are clearly the 

wrong result. Maryam and Mario’s motivational sets are almost identical, differing only 

in their structure at the very top – he with intrinsic motivations directed toward right-

making features, she with realizer motivations directed toward these features, derived 

from an intrinsic motivation to act rightly. By stipulation, that this is the only difference 

between them. Their other realizer motivations are identical. Both act perfectly. And both 

have all and only true moral beliefs. If Maryam and Mario were to observe each other’s 

behavior, or to discuss any moral issue, they may be unable to identify any difference 

between them. Once these cases have been constructed so as to remove other grounds for 

differences in praiseworthiness, this difference in the structure of the very top of Maryam 

and Mario’s motivational sets seems far too flimsy a distinction to ground the difference 

between full praiseworthiness and none at all. 

 

                                                           
7 Some philosophers have suggested that an agent like Maryam qualifies as a moral saint: see Carbonell (2013). 
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We can contrast motivation by rightness de dicto and de re without imagining agents as 

unusually morally successful as Maryam and Mario. Imagine Shmaryam and Shmario, 

who excel in conference-chairing but make lots of other moral mistakes. There are 

countless possible Shmaryams who try to act rightly but do not succeed as well as 

Maryam, as their moral beliefs get only part-way toward the truth, so some, but not all, 

of their realizer motivations are directed toward genuine right-making features. And for 

each Shmaryam, there is a corresponding Shmario who has intrinsic motivations directed 

toward the features that are the objects of Shmaryam’s realizer motivations. (For example: 

suppose that there are seven right-making features, and that Shmaryam has identified 

two of them and developed the appropriate realizer motivations. Then Shmario is 

intrinsically motivated by these two right-making features, but not the other five.) We 

can stipulate that the agents in each pair have identical beliefs about the right-making-

feature-making features, and have developed all the appropriate realizer motivations. So 

these agents will again perform all the same actions – some of them right, some wrong. 

Using such pairs of cases, we can compare motivation by rightness de dicto and de re, 

holding all else fixed. And for each such pair, the asymmetry thesis entails that Shmario’s 

motivations are somewhat praiseworthy, but Shmaryam’s are not at all praiseworthy. 

These pairs of verdicts are all implausible, given how similar the agents are, and also 

given that Shmaryam just does not seem like someone whose motivations are not at all 

praiseworthy. So this gives us a method for generating well-constructed minimal pairs, 

each of which provides support for the symmetry thesis: if motivation by rightness de re 

is praiseworthy, then so is motivation by rightness de dicto. 

 

There is a way to modify the asymmetry thesis to avoid these implausible verdicts 

without conceding that motivation by rightness de dicto is praiseworthy. We can say that 

there are two types of praiseworthy motivation: intrinsic motivations whose objects are 

right-making features, and realizer motivations whose objects are right-making features. 
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For every intrinsic motivation directed toward a right-making feature that (Sh)Mario has, 

(Sh)Maryam has a realizer motivation directed toward the same feature. So the modified 

asymmetry thesis entails that the motivational sets of the agents in each (Sh)Maryam-

(Sh)Mario pair are equally praiseworthy. The modified thesis thereby avoids the 

unwelcome verdicts. 

 

But this modification is more trouble than it’s worth. Arpaly and Schroeder restrict their 

focus to intrinsic motivations for a reason: agents can develop realizer motivations 

directed toward right-making features in a way that does not seem praiseworthy at all. 

 

Here is an example: 

 

CHAIRING 3: Bleria is an avid devotee of a certain lifestyle blogger, whose 

acerbic wit and impeccable fashion sense she deeply admires. Many of her 

decisions are driven by just one intrinsic motivation: to emulate her favorite 

lifestyle blogger as closely as possible. Bleria is chairing a session at a 

prestigious Philosophy conference, which is notorious for getting nasty 

during Q&A. Fortunately, Bleria thinks she has figured out what her 

lifestyle blogger would do under such circumstances: Bleria thinks that the 

blogger would conduct Q&A in a manner that prioritizes junior scholars 

over senior scholars, prioritizes those who have asked fewer questions over 

those who have asked lots already, and discourages the audience from 

asking versions of the same question over and over again or from battering 

the speaker with multiple lengthy follow-ups. Bleria also has beliefs about 

the relative priority that her favorite lifestyle blogger would assign to each 

of these four concerns. So she devises a set of principles that she thinks 

embody what the blogger would do, and she acts accordingly. Moreover – 
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unbeknownst to Bleria, and as a matter of indifference to her – the values 

that Bleria ascribes to her favorite lifestyle blogger in this case correspond 

perfectly to the content of the true moral theory. So, like Maryam and 

Mario, Bleria acts perfectly. 

 

Again, we can imagine that this is part of a broader pattern. Across a range of cases, for 

every right-making feature that is the object of Mario’s intrinsic motivation and 

Maryam’s realizer motivation, Bleria has a realizer motivation directed toward this 

feature, derived from her intrinsic motivation to act in a way that emulates her favorite 

lifestyle blogger and her belief that the blogger would perform acts with this feature. But 

the fact that these features are right-making is a matter of indifference to Bleria. It is not 

because of the lifestyle blogger’s moral character that Bleria seeks to emulate her, but 

because of the aesthetic appeal of her Instagram feed. 

 

This spells trouble for the modified asymmetry thesis. The modified asymmetry thesis 

entails that Bleria’s motivations are fully praiseworthy, just like Maryam’s. Again, this is 

just not plausible. Bleria is a fashionista whose realizer motivations happen to align in 

content with the true moral theory. Since she is indifferent to morality per se, Bleria would 

not even be pleased to learn that the objects of her realizer motivations turn out to be all 

and only the right-making features. This would strike Bleria as nothing more than an 

amusing coincidence. This coincidental orientation toward morality does not seem very 

praiseworthy. By contrast, Maryam’s realizer motivations are directed toward all the 

right-making features due to her conscientious and successful moral effort. That makes 

Maryam’s motivational set far more praiseworthy than Bleria’s. So, we cannot say that 

just any old realizer motivation that hits upon a right-making feature is praiseworthy. 

The provenance of these motivations matters. The modification fails.  
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We now have a recipe for constructing counterexamples to the asymmetry thesis. Here is 

the recipe: Pick one or more of your favorite right-making features. Imagine an agent who 

is intrinsically motivated by these features. Then imagine another agent who is 

intrinsically motivated to act rightly, has figured out that these features are right-making, 

and has developed the appropriate realizer motivations. Compare the two agents. Next, 

imagine a third agent with a morally neutral intrinsic motivation, a belief that performing 

acts with your preferred right-making features constitutes achieving the object of this 

motivation, and the corresponding realizer motivations to perform acts with these 

features. Compare all three agents. Et voilà! You have a dilemma for the asymmetry 

thesis. Unmodified, it yields implausible verdicts about the relative praiseworthiness of 

the first two agents. Modified, it yields implausible verdicts about the second and third. 

 

So I submit that the asymmetry thesis should be rejected.  

 

What caused this trouble was a pair of claims: that only intrinsic motivations are 

praiseworthy, and that intrinsic motivation by rightness de dicto is not praiseworthy. 

Abandoning the first of these claims alone does not help – it lands us on the Bleria horn 

of the dilemma. So, we should abandon the second claim too. The appropriate response 

to cases of people trying to act rightly and succeeding fantastically, like Maryam, is to 

accept that their motivations are indeed praiseworthy. Or, at least, they are praiseworthy 

if Mario’s motivations are praiseworthy. This is exactly what my symmetry thesis says.  

 

3.2. Bad cases 

 

One popular argument against the praiseworthiness of motivation by rightness de dicto 

notes that people can be led by this motivation to act wrongly if they have false beliefs 
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about what moral rightness consists in. In these cases, the argument goes, the agents often 

don’t look very praiseworthy. 

 

I accept that motivation by rightness de dicto can lead someone to act wrongly, if she has 

false moral beliefs. But this is equally true of motivation by rightness de re. We can 

recognize this point once we understand that (as argued in §2) motivation by rightness 

de re just is motivation by one of the right-making features de dicto. With that in mind, 

notice that rightness is not the only moral property. Many “thicker” moral properties are 

plausible candidates for being right-making features.8 So beliefs about these properties’ 

nature and extension – for example, beliefs about what fairness, well-being, or justice 

consists in – are moral beliefs. And someone can be motivated by one of these features 

while being ignorant of its precise nature and extension, just as we can with respect to 

moral rightness. If someone is ignorant about what fairness consists in, then, by trying to 

act fairly, she can end up in fact acting unfairly. Parallel remarks apply to promoting well-

being or justice. But it is wrong to act unfairly, undermine well-being, or inhibit justice. 

So, motivations whose objects are right-making features – the kind of motivation often 

called “motivation by rightness de re”, but equally as well described as motivation by the 

relevant right-making feature de dicto – can lead someone to act wrongly, if she has false 

moral beliefs. 

 

Here are three cases to illustrate this point: 

 

FAIRNESS: A father is coming up with a toy-sharing policy for his two 

daughters. He wants his toy-sharing policy to be fair. So he thinks awhile 

and comes up with a rudimentary theory of fairness. But he gets it wrong; 

                                                           
8 “Thick” properties are those denoted by thick concepts, which are partly descriptive and partly normative. See 

Roberts (2013) for an introduction, and Väyrynen (2013) for detailed discussion.  
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he thinks that his daughters’ age-difference is irrelevant to considerations 

of fairness, when in fact it is relevant. So he ends up instituting a policy that 

is in fact unfair to his younger daughter. 

 

WELL-BEING: A mother wants to promote her son’s well-being. She thinks 

it will promote his well-being for him to learn a musical instrument. So she 

signs him up for piano lessons and forces him to go. But this underestimates 

the importance of autonomy as a component of well-being; the son doesn’t 

want to learn piano, so her forcing him to do it in fact undermines, rather 

than promoting, his well-being.  

 

JUSTICE: Some parents are trying to think of a just punishment for their 

child, who has drawn on the walls of their house. They falsely believe that 

smacking is, sometimes, a just punishment. And they believe that this is one 

of those times. So they smack their child. But they are wrong; smacking is 

never a just punishment. 

 

Faced with cases like these, it is tempting to say that the parents are at least praiseworthy 

for trying to create a fair toy policy, promote the son’s well-being, and come up with a 

just punishment, even if they are also blameworthy for in fact acting unfairly, 

undermining well-being, and inhibiting justice. I think that this is the right thing to say. 

But if we say that about these cases, then we can say the same thing about trying and 

failing to act rightly. We can imagine analogues of FAIRNESS, WELL-BEING, and JUSTICE in 

which the agents want to act rightly and falsely believe that it is right to institute the toy 

policy, force the son to take piano lessons, or smack their child. Once we construct our 

cases in this way – as genuine minimal pairs – it is no longer plausible that trying and 

failing to act rightly is ipso facto less praiseworthy than trying and failing to act, say, fairly. 



40 

In all cases, we have people who are well-meaning but morally mistaken. It just doesn’t 

seem to make a difference whether they are mistaken about rightness or another moral 

property. J.S. Mill famously remarked that “there is no difficulty in proving any moral 

standard whatsoever to work ill, if we suppose universal idiocy to be conjoined with it” 

(Mill 1871, p.35); the same holds of moral motivations. 

 

This supports the symmetry thesis. If motivation by rightness de re is praiseworthy even 

when led astray by false moral beliefs, then so is motivation by rightness de dicto. And if 

motivation by rightness de dicto is no longer praiseworthy when led astray by false moral 

beliefs, then the same goes for motivation by rightness de re. 

 

Here my opponents might object. Several authors have argued that false moral beliefs 

cannot excuse an agent from blame for wrongdoing, and that agents who are led to act 

wrongly by their false moral beliefs are still blameworthy (see e.g. Harman 2011). My 

opponents might worry that the position I am defending challenges this view, by 

suggesting that such agents might, in fact, be praiseworthy. 

 

This worry is misplaced. The question of whether moral ignorance excuses is a question 

about when agents are blameworthy for acting wrongly. To answer it, we may need to 

know when agents are blameworthy for moral ignorance. But the symmetry thesis is about 

praiseworthy motivations. And motivations, beliefs, and acts are all different things. So 

our verdicts about them can come apart: someone may be blameworthy for one or two of 

them while being praiseworthy for the rest. This means that we can say that, in cases like 

FAIRNESS, WELL-BEING and JUSTICE, the agents are praiseworthy for trying to act fairly, 

promote well-being, or bring about justice, even if they are blameworthy for in fact acting 

unfairly, undermining well-being, or inhibiting justice. We can even say that someone is 

still praiseworthy for her good motivation if she is blameworthy not only for her 
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wrongful act, but also for her false moral belief. For example, it might be that the parents 

in JUSTICE are blameworthy both for thinking that smacking is permissible (thus 

displaying insufficient concern for the child’s welfare) and for smacking their child, but 

nevertheless are praiseworthy for wanting to find a just punishment when their child has 

drawn on the walls. Even if the act and belief are blameworthy, the good motivation may 

still be praiseworthy. 

 

I think that this is the right thing to say about these cases. It is natural to say, “Her 

intentions were good”, taking oneself to be mentioning a redeeming feature of an agent 

who has acted poorly. I think such claims are often literally true. The agent’s intentions 

were good – that is to say, her motivations were praiseworthy. It is a commonplace that 

we can be criticizable in some respects while also having some redeeming features; 

people are not either wholly perfect or wholly awful. I am suggesting that this holds of 

the well-meaning but morally mistaken. Good motivations can still be praiseworthy even 

in agents who act poorly or hold false moral beliefs.  

 

And if this holds for motivation by rightness de re, then it should also hold for motivation 

by rightness de dicto. The fact that someone was at least trying to act rightly can be a 

redeeming feature just as well as the fact that she was at least trying to act fairly, in cases 

where the agent ends up acting wrongly due to false moral beliefs. So this kind of case 

provides further support for the symmetry thesis: once again, motivation by rightness de 

re and motivation by rightness de dicto seem perfectly analogous. 

 

My opponents may now raise a different worry. Arpaly and Schroeder (2013, pp.186-7) 

note that false moral beliefs can erode, and eventually eliminate, someone’s praiseworthy 

motivations. They imagine someone who is initially intrinsically motivated by a right-

making feature, but who becomes convinced of a false moral theory, and is also 
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motivated by rightness de dicto. They imagine that the agent is then so concerned to act 

well by the lights of her false theory that the intrinsic motivation directed toward that 

which truly is right-making loses its grip on her. We might say that such agents are 

literally corrupted by theory. 

 

I agree that people can lose praiseworthy motivations when they are corrupted by theory. 

But this concern does not raise doubts about the value of motivation by rightness de dicto, 

nor about the symmetry thesis. That is because the risk of people’s being corrupted by 

theory is not confined to motivation by rightness de dicto. It arises with equal force for 

motivation by rightness de re (i.e., motivation by one of the right-making features de dicto). 

For example, the parents in JUSTICE may be led by their false theory of justice to slowly 

lose their natural inclinations against hitting their child. Or the father in FAIRNESS may 

find his inclination to be more lenient with his younger daughter slowly dissipating as 

he becomes increasingly convinced of his false theory of fairness. Again, we may want to 

say that these agents are still praiseworthy for trying to bring about justice or to institute 

a fair toy policy, even though this blinds them to their initial concern for that which justice 

and fairness actually consist in. And, again, it is hard to see why we should not then say 

the same thing about trying to act rightly. Again, then, symmetry persists. 

 

Here is a third, related, worry. My opponents may suggest that some agents’ moral beliefs 

are so wildly askew that they deserve no praise whatsoever for trying to act rightly. If 

someone’s conception of what is morally right is way off-track, and this leads them to 

commit horrific acts, then perhaps it is implausible that their motivation to act rightly is 

still praiseworthy.  

 

Arpaly (2003, pp.98-101, 111-114) says roughly this. She considers and rejects the 

possibility that it may be a virtue to “stick to one’s guns” – i.e., to get oneself to do what 
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one believes to be morally right – if one is morally mistaken. Similarly, here is Markovits 

(2010, p.224): 

 

[T]he fact that Göbbels was driven by his conscience to persecute the Jews 

does not exonerate him, much less endow his acts with moral worth. 

 

Markovits is here arguing that, if Göbbels was trying to act rightly, this should not make 

us think better of his wrongful act. But we can equally imagine someone arguing that 

there is nothing of value in Göbbels’ motivations, notwithstanding the fact that he wants 

to act rightly and believes that what he is doing is right. Perhaps if someone gets really 

bad, then their so-called “good intentions” are no longer a redeeming feature. 

 

Let’s be clear about what we are being asked to imagine here. We are being asked to 

imagine someone who sincerely believes that she is morally required to perform acts that 

are in fact completely horrific. That is false of many historical figures who claim to have 

sincerely believed that moral atrocities they committed were morally required. People 

often use moral language to advance their own interests; they use positively-valenced 

moral terms to describe terrible acts that they perform, order, or sanction, without 

believing the claims that they are making, in the attempt to manipulate others and 

thereby to gain and maintain power. People also use positive moral language to describe 

terrible acts that they perform, order, or sanction so as to convince themselves that these 

acts are not so bad, reducing cognitive dissonance. So the use of positive moral language 

by agents perpetrating moral atrocities does not show that these agents care de dicto about 

rightness, fairness, justice, or anything else. It could instead suggest that people mask 

behavior that they know to be morally atrocious in positive terms in order to sleep at 

night. 
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It is also worth remembering that we are being asked to imagine someone who sincerely 

believes that he is morally required to perform horrific acts, yet is sufficiently competent 

with moral language to be able to refer to the property of moral rightness (and thus to be 

motivated by rightness de dicto). An agent may successfully refer to such properties as 

rightness, justice, or desert, even if she has an incomplete understanding of their natures. 

But when her beliefs about these properties are really warped, she may fail to refer to 

them at all. This stems from a general feature of reference. For example, suppose that 

someone claims to want to visit “Detroit”, but that her only belief about Detroit is that it 

is somewhere in England. There may be somewhere that this person wants to visit, which 

she calls “Detroit”. But it is not Detroit; she fails to refer to Detroit. Likewise, someone 

who claims to care about a thing that she calls “rightness”, but whose only belief about 

rightness is that it is a property of her left shoe, fails to refer to rightness. If this line of 

reasoning is correct, then some agents whose moral beliefs are wildly askew may fail to 

be motivated by rightness de dicto at all. They are motivated by something, which they 

call “rightness”. But it is not rightness.  

 

What we are being asked to imagine, then, is an unusual sort of person. We are being 

asked to imagine someone who is competent with moral concepts, understanding 

enough about moral rightness to count as being motivated to act rightly, and we are being 

asked to imagine that she sincerely believes of some moral atrocities that they are morally 

required. She isn’t faking, or engaging in self-deception, or using the word “right” to 

mean something else. On the contrary, she is honestly trying to do what’s morally right. 

But she has been led – presumably either by very misleading evidence or catastrophically 

terrible reasoning – to believe that what is morally right is something that is in fact 

morally atrocious.  

 



45 

I am inclined to bite the bullet at this point. That is, I am inclined to say that this agent is 

praiseworthy for sincerely trying to act rightly. Notice that we can still say that this 

motivation is the only praiseworthy thing about her; we can still say that she is 

blameworthy for her wrongful acts and false moral beliefs. So, even if her moral 

motivation is praiseworthy, she may still be an utterly despicable person overall. Given 

that, I do not find this the hardest bullet to bite. Indeed, we can motivate the claim that 

sincere moral motivation is a redeeming feature even of someone like Göbbels using 

another minimal pair: we can compare a clueless Göbbels who sincerely believes that his 

actions are right with a knowing Göbbels who is fully aware that his actions are deeply 

wrong and just doesn’t care. This is a difficult comparison. But I am tempted to think that 

the former agent is at least slightly better than the latter. If so, that is presumably because 

his intentions are good. 

 

Perhaps you disagree. You may be persuaded that, if someone gets really bad, then their 

so-called “good intentions” are no longer a redeeming feature. In that case, I think you 

still can and still should accept the symmetry thesis. Recall that this thesis states that if 

motivation by rightness de re is praiseworthy, then so is motivation by rightness de dicto. 

Motivation by rightness de dicto may not always be praiseworthy, and circumstances 

involving wildly askew moral beliefs may be among the times when it is not. A problem 

for the symmetry thesis would only arise if motivation by rightness de re is praiseworthy 

under the same circumstances – holding everything else fixed. And I very much doubt that 

this is the case here. Once again, we can imagine cases of being misled by motivation by 

rightness de re and false beliefs about what the right-making features consist in. Suppose 

that Göbbels wanted to act justly and thought it just to persecute Jews, rather than right. 

Or suppose that he was motivated by the thought of people getting what they deserve, and 

thought that Jews deserve persecution. (Either supposition might accurately characterize 

the actual historical Göbbels.) These versions of Göbbels seem no better than the version 
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who is motivated by a drastically mistaken conception of moral rightness. Either way, his 

moral beliefs are wildly askew and his actions unconscionable, to the point where his 

caring about something that it is usually good to care about may not redeem him. So in 

this case, again, whether the agent is (mistakenly) motivated by rightness de dicto or de re 

simply does not matter. Symmetry persists. 

 

 

4. The “Partial Credit” Approach 

 

It is possible for defenders of the asymmetry thesis to take a hard line on cases of well-

meaning but morally mistaken agents. They can say that agents are praiseworthy only if 

their motivations align precisely with the true nature and extension of the right-making 

features. On this approach, an agent’s being praiseworthy requires more than that (e.g.) 

fairness is a right-making feature and she is motivated by fairness de dicto. On this 

approach, she must also have true beliefs about what fairness consists in, and must have 

developed the corresponding realizer motivations. Moreover, she must have still further 

true beliefs about that which that-which-fairness-consists-in itself consists in, and must 

have developed the corresponding realizer motivations. (For example, if fairness consists 

in distributing benefits and burdens on reasonable grounds, then she must have a realizer 

motivation to distribute benefits and burdens on reasonable grounds, and she must have 

true beliefs about what this amounts to, and she must have realizer motivations directed 

toward whatever it amounts to.) And so on, all the way down the metaphysical hierarchy 

discussed in §2. And so, similarly, for any other right-making feature. Call this “the hard-

line approach”. 

 

The hard-line approach entails that those who are led to act wrongly by their false moral 

beliefs, including those who are corrupted by theory, do not have praiseworthy 
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motivations. On this view, it is simply false to say of the agents in FAIRNESS, WELL-BEING, 

and JUSTICE that their intentions were good. Their intentions would have been good if they 

were accompanied by true beliefs and realizer motivations about that which the objects 

of the intentions consist in (and about that which the features that they consist in consist 

in, etc.). But these agents have false beliefs, and their realizer motivations do not align 

with the true nature of these features. So, on this view, their motivations are not 

praiseworthy. 

 

But the hard-line approach is unappealing, since it is likely to entail that no actual person 

has praiseworthy motivations. Whether it does so depends on what moral theory turns 

out to be true; the hard-line approach will grant moral praiseworthiness only if the right-

making features turn out to be things that everybody is moved by and that we all 

understand perfectly. This is, of course, exceedingly unlikely. For any plausible candidate 

for being a right-making feature, normal people have only an inchoate grasp of this 

feature, rather than detailed beliefs about its precise nature and extension with a full set 

of realizer motivations. For example, many people are intrinsically motivated by justice 

de dicto. But I take it that nobody simply finds themselves naturally motivated by each 

person’s having the highest degree of basic liberties compatible with equal liberty being 

granted to all and by social and economic inequalities’ being (a) distributed to benefit the 

least well-off and (b) open to all under conditions of fair equality of opportunity, with (b) 

taking lexical priority over (a). Yet the most famous and influential theory of justice 

(Rawls 1971) says that this is what justice consists in. If anything like this theory is true, 

then, it follows that only a few people – who read Rawls, were persuaded, and remember 

his account in detail – are at all motivated by justice de re. This generalizes: the true moral 

theory, fully spelled out, would provide us with accounts of the nature and extension of 

the right-making features that far surpass ordinary agents’ understanding of them and 

are objects of motivation for nobody. So, by making this understanding and these 
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motivations a necessary condition of our ordinary motivations’ being praiseworthy, the 

hard-line approach effectively rules that our ordinary motivations are not praiseworthy. 

 

People’s motivations are often praiseworthy. So we should not take the hard-line 

approach. 

 

Instead, I propose that we take what I will call a “partial credit” approach. This approach 

says that we are praiseworthy for having motivations whose objects approximate the 

content of the true moral theory, and we are more praiseworthy the closer the 

approximation is.  

 

Here is what that means. In §2 I described a metaphysical hierarchy of right-making 

features, right-making-feature-making features, and so on. The true moral theory, fully 

spelled out, would tell us a large part of what this hierarchy is. It would exhaustively 

specify the right-making features, clarifying the relationships between them and any 

conditions on their being right-making, and it would tell us what metaphysically 

constitutes these features. At least, it would tell us these things about those of the right-

making features that are themselves moral features – honesty, equality, desert, fairness, 

well-being-promotion, and so on. These being moral features, the task of specifying their 

nature and figuring out what it takes for them to obtain is part of moral theory. So, when 

I say that people are praiseworthy for having motivations whose objects approximate the 

content of the true moral theory, I mean that people are praiseworthy for having 

motivations whose objects are the moral properties in this metaphysical hierarchy. And 

when I say that people are more praiseworthy the closer the approximation is, I mean 

that someone is more praiseworthy, the more of the moral properties in this hierarchy 

are objects of motivation for her.  
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For example, continue to suppose that fairness is a right-making feature. Then the partial 

credit approach says that anyone motivated to act fairly de dicto is somewhat 

praiseworthy. But she is more praiseworthy the more accurate her conception of fairness 

is, and thus the more her realizer motivations align with the true nature of fairness (i.e. 

are directed toward the properties falling below fairness in the true metaphysical 

hierarchy.)  Now return to the father in FAIRNESS. He does not have realizer motivations 

that align with the true nature of fairness, so he is not as praiseworthy as he could be. But 

he is, at least, trying to act fairly. So he gets partial credit; his intrinsic motivation directed 

toward fairness de dicto is a praiseworthy motivation. Assuming that fairness is a matter 

of distributing benefits and burdens on reasonable grounds, the father gets a bit more 

credit; he has figured this much out, and has developed a realizer motivation to distribute 

benefits and burdens – in this case, toy playtime – on reasonable grounds. That is a further 

praiseworthy motivation, on the partial credit approach. This is so despite the fact that 

the father is mistaken about what sorts of grounds are reasonable, such that his realizer 

motivations from this point on diverge in content from the true moral theory and thus 

are not praiseworthy.  

 

Here is another example. Imagine someone who cares about fairness, knows that it 

consists in distributing benefits and burdens on reasonable grounds, and has developed 

a realizer motivation to distribute benefits and burdens on reasonable grounds. But 

suppose our agent thinks that considerations of increased future utility are the only 

reasonable grounds on which to distribute benefits and burdens. Let’s stipulate that she 

is wrong about this: in fact, considerations of increased future utility are among the 

reasonable grounds, but are not the whole story – there are also considerations of merit, 

and of reparations for past injustice. Our agent then gets partial credit. She is motivated 

to act fairly, to distribute benefits and burdens on reasonable grounds, and to take 

considerations of increased future utility into account. All of this is praiseworthy, on my 
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view (given our moral stipulations). But the agent would be more praiseworthy were she 

also motivated (a) to take merit into account and (b) to make reparations for past injustice. 

That is how the partial credit view works. 

 

We need an important qualification at this point. Not just any motivation whose object is 

one of the moral features in the hierarchy is a praiseworthy motivation. Our motivations’ 

provenance matters; this was one of the lessons of §3.1. A motivation with one of the 

moral features as its object is praiseworthy if it is either an intrinsic motivation or a realizer 

motivation deriving from an intrinsic motivation directed toward a moral feature further 

up in the hierarchy, plus true beliefs about the metaphysical relationships that hold the 

hierarchy together. (Call the latter a “well-derived” realizer motivation.) For example, 

take someone motivated to distribute benefits and burdens on reasonable, non-arbitrary 

grounds. She is praiseworthy for this if she cares about it intrinsically, or if she cares about 

it because she cares about fairness and knows that this is what fairness consists in, or if 

she cares about it because she cares about acting rightly, knows that fairness is a right-

making feature, and knows that this is what fairness consists in. But the agent is not 

praiseworthy for caring about distributing benefits and burdens on reasonable, non-

arbitrary grounds if she does so because she is intrinsically motivated to imitate her 

favorite lifestyle blogger or to secure the attraction of her beloved, or the like, and she 

believes that distributing benefits and burdens on reasonable grounds constitutes 

attaining one of these non-moral goals. Realizer motivations whose objects are moral 

features in the hierarchy are praiseworthy when they are based on accurate – though 

perhaps incomplete – appreciation of the moral significance of their objects. 
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A stronger version of this qualification applies to motivation by non-moral features that 

may appear lower down in the metaphysical hierarchy.9 For these non-moral features, I 

suggest that only well-derived realizer motivations are praiseworthy. It would be odd, 

and not especially praiseworthy, for these features to be the objects of intrinsic motivation. 

For example, it is praiseworthy to have a realizer motivation to ensure that we all have 

plenty of oxygen to breathe, having recognized that this is a vital human need and being 

intrinsically motivated to contribute to the satisfaction of people’s needs. But it is odd, 

and not particularly praiseworthy, to be intrinsically motivated to make sure people have 

plenty of oxygen to breathe. Divorced from any beliefs about the value of oxygen for 

humans, wanting to ensure that people breathe plenty of oxygen for its own sake would 

just be weird. And this generalizes. So, it is praiseworthy to have well-derived realizer 

motivations directed toward non-moral features that realize the moral features in the 

hierarchy, but it is not praiseworthy to have intrinsic motivations directed toward the 

non-moral features. In general, an agent is praiseworthy for caring about something that 

matters morally iff she has figured out at least part of the story about why it matters 

morally, and she cares about it on this basis. 

 

These remarks invite a final important class of objections. The reader may think that my 

remarks about motivation by the non-moral features in the hierarchy apply equally to 

motivation by rightness de dicto. I have suggested that it is not praiseworthy to care about 

one of the non-moral features with no appreciation of the moral features above it in the 

metaphysical hierarchy, as these are what make it morally significant. The reader may 

think that, similarly, it is not praiseworthy to care about rightness with no appreciation 

                                                           
9 Whether there are non-moral features in the hierarchy, and how low-down they are, depends on whether moral 

naturalism is true. For example, if the sort of robust realism defended by Enoch (2011) is true, then the moral is 

fundamental, and there is no level in the hierarchy such that the levels below it contain only non-moral features. The 

same holds if the right-making features include thick properties (as I have assumed) and the “anti-disentanglement” 

argument about such properties is correct; on this see Roberts (2013), pp.680-681; McDowell (1998); Putnam (2002). By 

contrast, if moral naturalism is true, then non-moral features will show up in the hierarchy at some point. 
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of the moral features below it in the metaphysical hierarchy – the right-making features, 

right-making-feature-making features, etc. – as these are the features that lend moral 

rightness its significance. She may say that what makes moral rightness significant are 

the features that it consists in, and that one fails to see why moral rightness matters if one 

does not appreciate these features. So, she may say, intrinsic motivation by rightness de 

dicto is not enough for praiseworthiness: it must be accompanied by appreciation of the 

right-making features, otherwise praiseworthiness would be too easy to attain. Relatedly, 

the reader may worry that motivation by rightness de dicto with no appreciation of the 

right-making features would be empty of content, and unable to guide action. Or she may 

wonder how someone could come to have this motivation. 

 

The first thing to note about these objections is that – as usual – they generalize. Parallel 

worries arise for intrinsic motivation by any of the right-making features de dicto, just as 

for motivation by rightness de dicto. For example, take kindness. I am unable to articulate 

exactly what kindness consists in. But I do care about treating others with kindness, and 

I want to act kindly. I assume that I am not alone in either of these respects. The reader 

may now allege that it is not praiseworthy to care about kindness with no appreciation 

of the features below it in the metaphysical hierarchy – of kind-making features, kind-

making-feature-making features, etc. She may say that it is the things kindness consists 

in that make kindness morally significant, and that we fail to see why kindness matters 

if we do not appreciate these features. So, she may say, intrinsic motivation by kindness 

de dicto is not enough for praiseworthiness: it must be accompanied by appreciation of 

the kind-making features, otherwise praiseworthiness will be too easy to attain. 

Relatedly, she may worry that motivation by kindness de dicto with no appreciation of 

kind-making features would be empty of content, and unable to guide action. Or she may 

wonder how someone could develop this motivation. 
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I think that both sets of objections are wholly mistaken. I will now explain why. 

 

Contrary to what the objections suggest, it is not all that easy to have one of the moral 

properties in the true metaphysical hierarchy as the object of one’s intrinsic motivation. 

First, for anything to be the object of an agent’s attitude, the agent must be able to refer 

to it (as we saw in §3.2). This places constraints on what counts as an intrinsic motivation 

directed toward a feature in the hierarchy de dicto. If someone says that she cares about 

acting X-ly, but can say nothing whatsoever about X, then there is nothing to make it the 

case that her term “X” refers to rightness, kindness, or anything else. So, the agent must 

grasp something about the object of her motivation if she is to refer to it, and thus if it is to 

be the object of her motivation.  

 

But the agent need not attain this grasp by knowing what falls below the feature in the 

true metaphysical hierarchy. There is a difference between the nature of moral rightness 

and the things that rightness consists in. This explains why people with starkly different 

beliefs about what the right-making features are can substantively disagree with one 

another, rather than talking past each other.10 These people disagree about what the 

property of moral rightness consists in, but they share an understanding of its nature. 

The same holds for disagreement over what constitutes one of the right-making features. 

Substantive disagreement is possible because people can share an understanding of the 

nature of these features, thereby talking about the same thing, while disagreeing about 

what it consists in. 

 

There are ways of elucidating the nature of moral rightness that remain neutral as to what 

the right-making features are. For example, someone might characterize the morally right 

                                                           
10 As is the standard intuition about “moral twin Earth” cases; see Horgan and Timmons (1990, 1992). 
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as that which would secure the agreement of all reasonable persons, or that which a 

suitably idealized observer would recommend, or that which we would be subject to 

fitting blame for failing to perform. Or she might characterize moral rightness as the 

property of being required by the true moral theory, of being supported by the balance 

of moral reasons, or of responding adequately to all the morally significant features of a 

situation – provided that she understands enough about the nature of morality to 

distinguish moral theory, reasons, and significance from other kinds of theory, reasons 

and significance (of prudence, say, or of nutrition). For present purposes we need not 

settle the question of whether any of these glosses on the concept of moral rightness is 

correct,11 nor the questions of how many and which glosses someone must have in mind 

in order to grasp the concept of moral rightness. I think it is plausible that the concept 

MORAL RIGHTNESS is a cluster concept. But someone must grasp something along these lines 

for moral rightness to be the object of her motivation. So, her motivation cannot be 

completely empty of content. Once again, parallel remarks apply to each of the right-

making features. 

 

There is another sense in which motivation by one of the moral features in the true 

metaphysical hierarchy is not easy to come by. Motivation by rightness de dicto, for 

example, requires a lot more than sitting around saying “I love rightness”. Motivation is 

a complex mental state giving rise to the four dispositions discussed in §2. Someone is 

motivated by rightness de dicto to the extent that she is disposed to think about what 

rightness consists in, notice the moral quality of her acts, and choose to perform some 

acts and refrain from performing others on the grounds that doing so is morally right. 

Similarly, an agent is motivated by fairness, kindness, well-being, justice, or any other 

right-making feature to the extent that she is disposed to think about what it consists in, 

                                                           
11 For defenses of various versions of these glosses, see Railton (1989), (1993); Gibbard (1990); Smith (1994); Darwall 

(2010); Scanlon (1998); Stratton-Lake (2002); Cuneo and Shafer-Landau (2014). 
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to notice which of her acts possess it, and to choose to perform some acts and refrain from 

performing others on this basis. These dispositions come in degrees, because motivation 

comes in degrees. And a motivation’s praiseworthiness can also come in degrees, 

corresponding to its strength. A weak motivation is only weakly praiseworthy. And it 

takes quite a lot for someone to count as strongly motivated by many of the features in 

the true metaphysical hierarchy; she would have to display the four dispositions above 

to a high degree with respect to many of these features. This means that it takes more to 

be highly praiseworthy, on the partial credit approach, than a cynical reader may imagine.  

 

These points help us to see how someone can become intrinsically motivated by a feature 

in the hierarchy. Return to the case of fairness. Someone may initially be intrinsically 

motivated by meritocracy, reparations for past injustice, and distributing resources based 

on need. After reflecting on these features and on what makes them morally significant, 

she may come to grasp that there is something they have in common: they are all ways 

of distributing benefits and burdens on reasonable, non-arbitrary grounds, which is what 

fairness is. She can thus re-conceptualize the objects of her prior motivations, seeing them 

all as realizers of fairness, where before she saw them as independently intrinsically 

valuable. She can then kick away the ladder: that is to say, she can decide that it is acting 

fairly that she really cares about, whether or not it turns out to consist in precisely the 

three things with respect to which she initially grasped this feature. Similarly, someone 

may be initially intrinsically motivated by fairness, kindness, honesty, and the like, and 

after some reflection may re-conceptualize them all as realizers of a larger thing: moral 

rightness. She can then decide that it is acting rightly that she really cares about, whether 

or not it turns out to consist in precisely the things with respect to which she initially 

grasped this feature. Thus, agents can develop motivations whose objects are features in 

the metaphysical hierarchy (e.g. fairness or rightness) by abstracting away from concerns 

for the more concrete things that these features consist in (e.g. meritocracy and 
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reparations, or kindness and honesty), re-conceptualizing the objects of their concerns as 

realizers of a broader moral category. Once the agent starts to think that she cares about 

whatever falls within this broader moral category, whether or not it is exhausted by the 

lower-order features that she initially had in mind, she has become intrinsically 

motivated by the relevant property de dicto. So, it is no mystery how agents can develop 

intrinsic motivations with moral properties as their objects. On the contrary, these 

reconceptualization processes form a major part of the process of moral education. 

 

This picture of how reconceptualization processes work highlights two advantages of the 

partial credit approach. First, on my approach, we can have praiseworthy motivations 

throughout a reconceptualization process. Intrinsic and well-derived realizer motivations 

directed toward moral features in the hierarchy are both praiseworthy, according to the 

partial credit approach. This means that someone’s motivation to perform acts with one 

such feature remains praiseworthy if it alters from being intrinsic to being a well-derived 

realizer motivation (for example, if she ceases to care about meritocracy intrinsically and 

comes to see it as valuable qua realizer of fairness). And the intrinsic motivation directed 

toward a higher-up moral feature in the hierarchy that the agent develops through this 

process is also praiseworthy.  

 

The partial credit approach’s lenience on this point makes it a good fit with our ordinary 

intuitions about who is praiseworthy. On both the partial credit and hard-line approaches 

– and according to all forms of the asymmetry thesis – which motivations are 

praiseworthy depends on which moral theory is true. But the partial credit approach is 

more lenient, as it allows motivations whose objects are right-making-feature-making 

features (or lower-order features) to be praiseworthy, and it allows both intrinsic and 

well-derived realizer motivations to be praiseworthy. This accords well with our actual 

practices of evaluating people’s motivations. It is natural to think that one can tell roughly 
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which motivations are praiseworthy even if one does not know precisely which moral 

theory is true. I suggest that this is because, even without knowing precisely which moral 

theory is true, one can be fairly confident that certain features of acts have some moral 

significance – that is to say, one can be fairly confident that they fall somewhere in the true 

metaphysical hierarchy. This is enough, according to the partial credit approach, to be 

fairly confident that an intrinsic or well-derived realizer motivation with this feature as 

its object is among the praiseworthy motivations. So, on my approach, we need know 

only a little about the structure of the true moral theory, and only a little about the 

structure of someone’s motivational set, to get a rough sense of her praiseworthiness.  

 

Another advantage is that the partial credit approach explains how we can improve the 

praiseworthiness of our motivations by engaging in moral reflection. Beginning with an 

inchoate set of moral concerns, and then thinking carefully about the objects of one’s 

concerns, someone can “fill out” parts of the hierarchy and thereby develop intrinsic or 

realizer motivations directed toward more features within it. One way this can happen is 

for the agent to think about the object of a motivation, figure out what it consists in, and 

develop well-derived realizer motivations directed toward features falling below it in the 

true hierarchy. I hold that these well-derived realizer motivations are praiseworthy. 

Another way to fill out the hierarchy is to undergo the kind of reconceptualization 

process just described, wherein intrinsic motivations directed toward lower-down 

features in the hierarchy are transformed into realizer motivations when the agent grasps 

the fact that their objects are all realizers of a less fundamental moral feature that she 

begins to care about directly. The upshot of this process is that the agent develops an 

intrinsic motivation whose object is one of the moral features in the hierarchy. That is a 



58 

praiseworthy motivation. Thus, the partial credit approach offers a natural picture of how 

processes of moral education can improve the praiseworthiness of our motivations.12 

 

There is a lot of work still to be done in working out how to apply the partial credit 

approach to real agents. All real people clearly fall far short of full credit: our motivations 

are directed toward some but not all of the features in the true metaphysical hierarchy, 

and also come in degrees. We need a way to compare the amounts of credit that different 

people get when their motivations have different strengths and align with different parts 

of the true moral theory. Some of these motivations may count for more than others, if 

their objects are more important. In that case, the total praiseworthiness of someone’s 

motivational set will be a weighted sum of the strength of each of her motivations whose 

object is a moral feature in the true metaphysical hierarchy, weighted by the feature’s 

importance. Working this all out is far beyond the scope of the present paper, as it would 

require us to exhaustively identify the right-making features and to determine their 

relative importance. This amounts to completing first-order normative ethics. Moreover, 

the question of how to calculate total praiseworthiness arises whether or not the partial 

credit approach is correct, and whether or not motivation by rightness de dicto is 

praiseworthy, so long as there are at least two praiseworthy motivations. Even someone 

who accepts the asymmetry thesis and the hard-line approach still faces the daunting task 

of calculating and comparing overall praiseworthiness if there is more than one right-

making feature. So I am not worried about facing this task. It is more complicated on my 

approach than on some others. But it is a task that everyone faces.  

  

                                                           
12 This is not to say that, for someone seeking to improve her overall praiseworthiness, the best means is always to 

engage in moral reflection with a view to filling out more of the hierarchy and thereby developing more praiseworthy 

motivations. We are praiseworthy for our conduct as well as for our motivations. And, for many people, it is a surer 

route to moral self-improvement to work on acting rightly more of the time, combating laziness and akrasia – that is to 

say, it is a surer route to increased praiseworthiness to work on putting one’s motivations into action than on 

developing more of them. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for prompting me to think about this. 
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5. Conclusion 

 

Motivation by rightness de dicto looks bad if we compare an agent who is trying to act 

rightly and failing with one who is trying to perform acts with a certain right-making 

feature and succeeding. But these cases are not minimal pairs. They vary in whether the 

agent is succeeding or failing at what she is trying to do, and, crucially, in whether she is 

acting rightly or wrongly. They do not isolate the key issue of motivation by rightness de 

dicto vs. de re. 

 

I have argued that, when we compare correctly constructed minimal pairs, motivation by 

rightness de dicto looks every bit as praiseworthy as motivation by rightness de re. To deny 

this yields unduly harsh verdicts about agents who try to act rightly and even partly 

succeed, especially as compared with those who manage to act rightly without trying. 

The asymmetry thesis entails that the motivations of people like Maryam are not at all 

praiseworthy, while those of people like Mario are fully praiseworthy. These extreme 

differences in praiseworthiness seem arbitrary and unmotivated. We can avoid this by 

saying that realizer motivations whose objects are right-making features are 

praiseworthy, but this yields unduly positive verdicts about people like Bleria. We should 

instead hold that motivation by rightness de dicto is praiseworthy. 

 

Turning to cases involving agents who try to act rightly but fail, I have argued that all 

reasons to question the praiseworthiness of their motivations apply equally well to agents 

who are motivated by right-making features but fail to perform acts with these features. 

Any of these motivations can lead a person with false moral beliefs to act wrongly – 

including deeply wrongly, if her moral beliefs are way off-track – and any of them can 

“corrupt” a person by eroding her instinctual concern for that which really does matter. 
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We should respond to these observations by distinguishing the praiseworthiness of 

motivations, acts, and beliefs, acknowledging that someone’s good intentions can be a 

redeeming feature even if she believes and acts poorly, and that someone can have some 

praiseworthy motivations while lacking others. 

 

Lastly, I have argued that, in evaluating agents who are motivated by some but not all of 

the features in the true metaphysical hierarchy, we should take a “partial credit” 

approach. The partial credit approach’s evaluations of real people are more lenient than 

those of the hard-line approach, and this is more so the more people there are who care 

about some moral features while failing to grasp the nature and extension of these 

features in full. The partial credit approach gives these normal people credit for those of 

their motivations that do align in content with the true moral theory, while the hard-line 

approach does not. But most people have only an inchoate grasp of the right-making 

features, which leads them to make very many moral mistakes. So the hard-line approach 

implausibly entails that almost no-one has praiseworthy motivations, while the partial 

credit approach lets us recognize the extent of each agent’s moral success.  

 

This paper is for the souls whose intentions are good (de dicto). I hope they will no longer 

be misunderstood. 
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II: We Can Have Our Buck and Pass It, Too 
 

 

 

1. Setting things up 

 

In this paper I argue that the moral rightness of an action is a reason to perform it. 

 

When I say “moral rightness” (or just “rightness”), I mean the property of being required 

by the true first-order moral theory. I remain neutral as to what this theory is. 

 

When I say “reason”, I mean an objective normative reason. So when I say that an action’s 

moral rightness is a reason to perform it, I mean that the action’s rightness counts in favor 

of performing it, regardless of whether anyone is aware that the action is right and 

regardless of whether its rightness motivates anyone to perform it.13 By analogy: if an 

island is beautiful, this is a reason to visit it – it counts in favor of visiting it – regardless 

of whether anyone is aware that it is beautiful and regardless of whether its beauty 

motivates anyone to visit it.  

 

As the above paragraph makes clear, in this paper I avail myself of a popular claim about 

objective normative reasons: 

 

                                                           
13 For brevity, I will often speak of a property of an act (e.g., rightness) being a reason to perform it. But I am happy to 

make the orthodox assumption that normative reasons are facts, not properties. When I say that a property is a reason, 

this should be understood as elliptical for the claim that the fact that an act has some property is a reason to perform it. 
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REASONS: A reason to φ is a consideration that counts in favor of φ-ing. 

 

Fortunately, this is one of the least contentious claims in metaethics. There is a lot of 

disagreement about the nature of the counts-in-favor-of relation; about its relata, its 

metaphysical underpinnings, and even how many places this relation has. But, despite 

this substantial disagreement, everyone who thinks that there are objective normative 

reasons agrees that they are considerations that count in favor of performing an action or 

adopting an attitude. Indeed, this claim is close to the status of a conceptual truth; 

someone who rejects it is simply not talking about what the rest of us are talking about 

when we talk about reasons. 

 

Besides this basic claim, I need make no further assumptions about the counting-in-favor-

of relation in this paper. So, to avoid making unnecessary enemies, I will make no further 

assumptions about it. 

 

 

2. A simple argument 

 

Why should we think that the moral rightness of an action is a reason to perform it? 

 

Here is a simple argument: 

  

1. A reason to perform an action is a consideration that counts in favor of performing 

it. 

2. The moral rightness of an action is a consideration that counts in favor of 

performing it. 

3. Therefore, the moral rightness of an action is a reason to perform it. 
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I do not think that this argument’s simplicity is deceptive. I think that the argument is 

sound.  

 

The argument’s first premise is just a substitution instance of the universally-accepted 

claim, REASONS. And the argument is clearly valid. So the success of the argument turns 

on the truth of its second premise. In this paper I will therefore defend the argument’s 

conclusion by defending this premise: the moral rightness of an action is a consideration 

that counts in favor of performing it.  

 

I think this claim is so plausible that those who deny it bear the burden of proof. Consider 

the alternatives. There are two: that an action’s moral rightness has no bearing at all on 

whether to perform it, and that an action’s moral rightness counts against performing it. 

But both of these alternatives are prima facie absurd. Only in an amoralist’s wildest dreams 

could it be that an action’s moral rightness counts against performing it. And it is equally 

silly to think that an action’s moral rightness has no bearing at all on whether to perform 

it. Perhaps morality is not overriding, in which case an action’s moral rightness may not 

settle the question whether to perform it. But it is supposed to be part of the very concept 

of moral rightness that morally right actions are “to-be-performed” (on this see especially 

Mackie 1977, and the ensuing literature). So an action’s rightness clearly has some bearing 

on whether to perform it, and its valence is clearly positive. Failing to understand this 

amounts to failing to understand what moral rightness is.  

 

Here is another way of drawing out the prima facie plausibility of the simple argument’s 

second premise. Imagine that you face a big, red, unmarked button. You have no idea 

what the effects of pressing it will be. At this point, you have no reason to press it, and 

no reason not to press it (except perhaps for reasons of curiosity). Then your favorite 
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omniscient, omnibenevolent, and trustworthy interlocutor appears and says “Look, 

you’ve really got to press this button as soon as possible. In fact, it’s morally required of 

you to press it…” – at which point they unfortunately disappear again. I think it is very 

plausible that you now have some reason to press the button. So there has been a change 

to your normative situation: you went from having no reason to press the button to 

having some reason to press it. This change to your normative situation was occasioned 

by your learning that pressing the button is morally right. One simple and attractive 

explanation for this change is that the fact that you learned – the fact that pressing the 

button is morally right – is a reason to press the button.  

 

Here is a final way of drawing out the prima facie plausibility of the simple argument’s 

second premise. It is noteworthy that, when we learn of an agent’s motivating reason for 

performing an action, we can then evaluate the quality of that motivating reason. We can 

ask whether it was a good reason for performing the action, or whether the action was 

rational or reasonable, or whether it makes sense. When we do this, we are looking for a 

match between the agent’s motivating and normative reasons: we are asking ourselves 

whether her motivating reason for performing the action was a genuine normative reason 

to perform it. For example, encountering someone who goes around throwing pencils at 

people if she dislikes their smell, or who immediately rushes home to make a cup of tea 

whenever she sees a rabbit, doing so “because there was a rabbit”, we say that her 

behavior is irrational or unreasonable or that her actions make no sense. We say this because 

her motivating reasons are not genuine normative reasons to perform these actions. 

 

Now consider this adaptation of a fictional case: 

 

STAR WARS: Stormtrooper FN-2187 was bred and trained to fight for the evil 

First Order, the current incarnation of the dark side of the force. But, when 
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sent on his first intergalactic mission, he is shocked and appalled by the 

blood spilt and the carnage wrought by his comrades. Later, he is assigned 

to guard Poe Dameron, a pilot for the resistance movement who has been 

captured by the First Order. FN-2187 chooses to rescue Poe and escape with 

him. On hearing this plan, Poe asks, “Why are you helping me?”, and FN-

2187 – his face drenched in sweat and momentarily solemn – replies, 

“Because it’s the right thing to do”. 

 

In STAR WARS, FN-2187’s motivating reason (let’s stipulate14) is the fact that his course of 

action is morally right. But he is not at all like the rabbit-tea-maker and the smell-pencil-

thrower. Their behavior seems irrational, unreasonable, or even nonsensical. His makes 

perfect sense, and even seems pretty good. He seems to be doing a much better job at 

responding to genuine normative reasons than they are. One simple and attractive way 

to accommodate this intuition is to accept that FN-2187’s motivating reason – the moral 

rightness of his course of action – is a genuine normative reason to take this course of 

action. 

 

This is far from a knock-down argument for the claim that the moral rightness of an action 

is a consideration that counts in favor of performing it. There are ways for my opponents 

to wriggle out of each of the above attempts to shift the burden onto them: there are ways 

of construing “bearing” such that an act’s rightness can be said to have some bearing on 

whether to perform the action, without counting in favor of performing it; there are 

alternative explanations of the change to your normative situation vis-à-vis the red button 

when you learn that button-pressing is morally required; and there are rival explanations 

                                                           
14 I stipulate this to avoid addressing the fact that, as this dialogue continues in the actual movie, it is suggested that 

FN-2187 is mostly interested in using Poe’s flying skills as a means of his own escape. I encourage the reader to consider 

an adaptation of the fictional case in which this does not hold, and FN-2187 is moved by conscience alone. 
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of FN-2187’s apparent well-motivatedness. But I hope to have at least done enough to 

emphasize the prima facie plausibility of the claim that the moral rightness of an action is 

a reason to perform it. 

 

 

3. We Can Have Our Buck and Pass It Too 

 

a. The redundancy intuition 

 

The main argument that has been offered against my thesis comes from those who accept 

a certain popular move in metanormative theory, applied to moral rightness. The popular 

move is called “buck-passing”. In general, to “pass the buck” with respect to a moral 

property M is to make two claims about this property: first, that something’s being M is 

not itself a reason for action, and second, that M is instead a status that something has in 

virtue of our (non-M) reasons for action. 

 

For example, consider a curry. Suppose the curry has some properties: it is spicy, warm, 

and nourishing. And suppose that these properties make it the case that the curry has a 

further property: it is good. Perhaps it is good qua curry, or perhaps it is good absolutely. 

This distinction does not matter for present purposes. What matters is that a buck-passer 

about goodness will deny that the goodness of the curry is itself a reason to eat it. She 

will say that the lower-order, good-making features of the curry are reasons to eat it, and 

the resultant goodness of the curry is a status that the curry has in virtue of these features 

that are reasons to eat it, but is not itself a reason to eat the curry. This is a buck-passing 

view about the goodness of curries. (Buck-passing about goodness has been the subject 

of much discussion; for defenses, see e.g. Scanlon 1998, Parfit 2001, Olson 2004, Suikkanen 

2004, Stratton-Lake and Hooker 2006, Skorupski 2007, and for criticisms see e.g. 
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Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen 2004, Crisp 2005, Väyrynen 2006, Liao 2009, 

Gregory 2014). Views like this are called “buck-passing” because they “pass the 

normative buck” from goodness to the features of objects that their goodness consists in. 

 

Buck-passing about rightness is a lot like buck-passing about goodness (for defenses see 

especially Dancy 2000, Stratton-Lake 2003; cf. Darwall 2010, Bedke 2011). Here’s how it 

works. Consider an action. Suppose the action has some properties: it is fair, honest, and 

benevolent. And suppose that these properties make it the case that the action has a 

further property: it is morally right. A buck-passer about rightness will deny that this 

further property of the action is a reason to perform it.  She will say that the lower-order, 

right-making features of the action are reasons to perform it, and that the resultant 

rightness of the action is a status that the action has in virtue of these features that are 

reasons to perform it, but is not itself a reason to perform it. This is a buck-passing view 

about the rightness of actions. 

 

The main argument that buck-passers have offered for their view is based on the 

supposed redundancy of appeals to moral properties as reasons, once we acknowledge 

that the features that make it the case that these moral properties are instantiated are 

already reasons. 

 

This began with buck-passing about goodness. Here is T. M. Scanlon (1998, p.97): 

 

[T]he natural properties that make a thing good or valuable… provide a 

complete explanation of the reasons we have for reacting in these ways to 

things that are good or valuable. It is not clear what further work could be 

done by special reason-providing properties of goodness and value. 
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Consider again the curry. Scanlon’s thought can be expressed by saying that the curry’s 

spiciness, warmth, and nourishing-ness surely provide reason enough to eat it, without 

the resultant goodness of the curry also being a reason to eat it. To Scanlon, it seems that 

there is simply no point in saying that the curry’s goodness is also a reason; it seems to 

make no difference to an agent’s normative situation, once the more fundamental 

properties that explain its instantiation have already been taken into account. This is the 

idea that Scanlon expresses by saying that “it is not clear what further work could be 

done” by goodness. 

 

Scanlon’s critics have pointed out that parallel remarks apply to Scanlon’s own view that 

the rightness of an action is a reason to perform it. Here, for instance, is Philip Stratton-

Lake (2002, p.15): 

 

I can see no reason why [we] cannot understand rightness as well as 

goodness in terms of reasons. [We] could (and in my view should) embrace 

not only a buck-passing account of goodness, but also a buck-passing 

account of rightness. According to such an account, the fact that φ-ing is 

right is the same as the fact that φ-ing has properties that give us conclusive 

reason to do it. Similarly, the fact that φ-ing is wrong is the same as the fact 

that it has properties that give us conclusive reason not to do it. 

 

Stratton-Lake applies this line of thought as a criticism of Scanlon’s contractualism in his 

(2003). But the problem is not unique to Scanlon. Stratton-Lake’s general thought can be 

expressed as follows: the fact that an action is morally right is not a brute fact. It is rather 

a fact that obtains in virtue of further features of the action. Since they make this action 

morally right, these features must give us conclusive reason to perform it. But then it 

seems as though there’s no point in saying that the action’s rightness provides a further 

reason to perform it, on top of the reasons provided by the right-making features – by 

stipulation, those reasons were already conclusive! So the action’s rightness seems to 



69 

make no difference to an agent’s normative situation, once the more fundamental 

properties that explain its instantiation have already been taken into account. It is on these 

grounds that Stratton-Lake suggests that we identify the fact that an act is right with the 

fact that it has properties that give us conclusive reason to do it, rather than seeing it as a 

further fact that may be a reason in its own right. 

 

I will use the phrase “the redundancy intuition” to refer to the intuition that it is 

redundant to say that a moral property is a reason, once we are already taking the lower-

order features that make it the case that the moral property is instantiated to be reasons. 

And I will use the phrase “the redundancy argument” to refer to the argument that we 

should not take a moral property to be a reason, on the grounds that doing so would elicit 

the redundancy intuition. 

 

I have also heard it said that it is not only redundant but positively inappropriate to regard 

moral properties like goodness and rightness as reasons, in addition to the good- or right-

making features. It has been suggested to me in conversation that this seems like an 

illegitimate form of double-counting. This thought is surely closely related to the 

redundancy intuition; in what follows I will construe it as a species of the redundancy 

intuition. 

 

The redundancy argument is the main motivation for buck-passing about rightness. But 

this argument rests on a mistake. The redundancy intuition is picking up on something 

important: an action’s rightness does not always add extra normative weight in favor of 

performing it, no matter what else has already been taken into account. But this does not 

show that an action’s rightness is not a reason to perform it. Rather, it shows that reasons 

for action do not always add extra normative weight in favor of the actions for which 

they are reasons, no matter what else has been taken into account. So I will now argue. 
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b. The problem: rampant redundancy 

 

The redundancy argument rests on a mistake. We can see this by noting that the 

argument overgeneralizes. It is possible to elicit the redundancy intuition about all sorts 

of properties, some of which very plausibly are reasons for action. The redundancy 

argument then applies to these features. Ultimately, the argument suggests that no fact 

that is metaphysically constituted, wholly or partly, by another fact that is a reason to φ 

can itself be a reason to φ. But the idea that some facts of this kind are reasons is 

considerably more plausible than the redundancy argument itself. 

 

We can begin to illustrate this point by looking at the very features of actions that buck-

passers champion: the right-making features. These are supposed to be reasons for action, 

according to buck-passers. But it is possible to elicit redundancy intuitions about these 

features. That is because the right-making features are not fundamental. Facts about the 

instantiation of these features are not brute facts, insusceptible of further explanation. 

Rather, when an action possesses a right-making feature, it does so in virtue of further, 

lower-order features of the action. Many of these further features seem like great reasons 

to perform the action. But, if the lower-order features are already reasons, then it is just 

redundant to suppose that right-making features are also reasons. So the redundancy 

argument applies to the right-making features as well. 

 

For example, suppose that fairness is a right-making feature. The fact that an action is fair 

is not plausibly a brute fact, insusceptible of further explanation. On the contrary, it is 

constituted by further facts; perhaps the fact that the action distributes social benefits and 

burdens on reasonable, non-arbitrary grounds. These are in turn constituted by further 

facts; perhaps the fact that the action is meritocratic, or that it makes reparations for past 
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injustice, or that it gives to those with the highest need. These lower-order facts all seem 

like great reasons to perform the action. But if we take any of them to be reasons, then it 

seems redundant to do the same for the higher-order fact that the action is fair. The 

redundancy argument then holds that, since it is redundant to take the action’s fairness 

to be a reason to perform it, we should not do so. But the action’s fairness is a right-

making feature. So the redundancy argument excludes right-making features as potential 

reasons, just as much as it excludes rightness itself. 

 

This example makes trouble for buck-passers because they hope to establish both that an 

action’s rightness is not a reason to perform it and that our reasons for action are the right-

making features. It will be difficult for them to accomplish both of these aims, because 

the redundancy argument – buck-passers’ strategy for denying that rightness is a reason 

– undermines their positive claim that the right-making features are reasons. 

 

To make matters worse, the redundancy argument is not even limited to cases involving 

moral properties (like rightness and fairness). Here is a non-moral example: 

 

5-A-DAY: In the UK in the early 2000s, there was a public health campaign 

to get people to eat at least five portions of fruit or vegetables each day. As 

a result, supermarkets now put stickers on their prepared food that say “1 

of your 5-a-day!”, “2 of your 5-a-day!”, and so on. Supermarkets produce 

stickers reporting the number of portions of fruit or vegetables in their food; 

if a salad contains, e.g., three portions of vegetables, then it is labeled with 

a single “3 of your 5-a-day!” sticker rather than three “1 of your 5-a-day!” 

stickers. But supermarkets do not produce stickers naming the particular 

fruits or vegetables in their food; a snack pack containing one portion of 
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apple will have a “1 of your 5-a-day!” sticker, rather than a “1 portion of 

apple!” sticker. The latter are not manufactured. 

 

If the redundancy argument is correct, then British supermarkets’ behavior in 5-A-DAY is 

quite mysterious. They label a salad containing three portions of vegetables with a single 

“3 of your 5-a-day” sticker, as if this were a reason to eat the salad. But the fact that a 

salad contains three of your 5-a-day consists in the fact that it contains one of your 5-a-

day, and then one more one, and then one more one, since this is what it is to contain three 

of something. And this lower-order fact is surely a perfectly good reason to eat the salad. 

So why produce stickers mentioning any number of portions greater than 1? Isn’t this 

redundant, if we already have multiple “1 of your 5-a-day” stickers? Similarly, a salad’s 

containing three of your 5-a-day may consist (for example) in its containing one portion 

each of lettuce, tomato and cucumber. And the salad’s containing these three vegetables 

surely counts in favor of eating it. (Indeed, it is hard to see how the salad’s containing 

three of your 5-a-day could count in favor of eating it if containing lettuce, tomato and 

cucumber doesn’t count in favor of eating it, and these are the vegetables that the salad 

contains.) But, then, isn’t it redundant to say that the fact that the salad contains three of 

your 5-a-day is a reason for eating it? If lower-order facts about particular vegetables are 

already reasons, then why should we count higher-order facts about portion numbers as 

reasons to do anything at all? 

 

Examples like this show that the redundancy intuition generalizes. The intuition arises 

whenever one fact that counts in favor of performing some act is made the case by a 

further fact or facts, at least some of which also count in favor of performing the same act. 

So the redundancy argument, if correct, applies in all these cases too. But it is just not 

plausible that none of the higher-order facts in any of these metaphysical hierarchies are 

reasons. So the redundancy argument overgeneralizes. Redundancy is rampant. 
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c. The solution: The Buck Doesn’t Stop Anywhere 

 

Something must be wrong with the redundancy argument. What is it? 

 

Here is what I think is wrong. The redundancy argument identifies a metaphysical 

hierarchy wherein one fact that counts in favor of φ-ing is metaphysically constituted by 

further facts, at least some of which also count in favor of φ-ing (and may themselves be 

constituted by further facts, some of which also count in favor of φ-ing). The argument 

then assumes that, for each such hierarchy, there must be a privileged level at which the 

reason “really” lies. The metaphor of “buck-passing” unhelpfully encourages this idea; 

this metaphor conjures up an image of the reason – the “buck” – being passed down from 

the less to the more fundamental levels in a metaphysical hierarchy, until at some point 

the music stops and one lucky fact is left holding the buck. This picture suggests that if 

we just examine these metaphysical hierarchies carefully enough, then we will eventually 

be able to identify a special fact in each one that is the “real” reason. On this way of 

thinking, identifying genuine normative reasons is like spotting Waldo in a crowd. 

 

I think that this approach is silly. We need not locate the normative buck at any particular 

level in a metaphysical hierarchy. Rather, we can and should say that the facts in these 

hierarchies can all be reasons. 

 

This point is especially easy to see on some metaphysical suppositions about the 

relationship between right-making features and rightness. Suppose that there is just one 

right-making feature (the maximization of value, perhaps) and that rightness is type-

identical to this feature. Or suppose that there are multiple right-making features, but 

that each instance of moral rightness is token-identical to an instance of one of these 
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features. On either of these metaphysical pictures, the fact that an action is morally right 

wholly consists in some fact, P, about the action’s instantiation of a right-making feature 

– the fact that P and the fact that the action is morally right are literally the same fact. In 

this case there is no question of where to locate the buck, and no good grounds for a 

redundancy argument. There is a sense in which the redundancy intuition is correct: 

counting both the action’s moral rightness and the fact that P as reasons to perform the 

act would literally be double-counting. But this hardly shows that the action’s moral 

rightness is not a reason to perform it. On the contrary, it shows that the action’s moral 

rightness is a reason to perform it: the reason that P. In short, if rightness is either type- 

or token-identical to the right-making feature/s, then we cannot maintain that the right-

making features are reasons but rightness is not, as this violates the indiscernibility of 

identicals.15 On either of these metaphysical pictures, buck-passing about rightness is 

simply incoherent. 

 

Buck-passing becomes a viable option if the relationship between rightness and the right-

making features is not any kind of identity, but some more complicated relationship like 

metaphysical grounding. On one of these more complicated pictures, it is not logically 

true that rightness is a reason iff the right-making features are. So there is a live question 

as to whether it is rightness or the right-making features or both that are reasons.  

 

But even on this metaphysical picture we need not identify a particular point in the 

metaphysical hierarchy at which to locate the normative buck. Distinguish two possible 

views: 

                                                           
15 This assumes that the predicate “… is a reason to ϕ” is not hyperintensional (thanks to Umer Shaikh and Pekka 

Väyrynen for pointing this out to me). When we are talking about objective normative reasons, I find this assumption 

plausible. For example, if pain is identical to a certain brain state, then the fact that a patient is in pain is an objective 

normative reason to administer medication iff the fact that the patient is in the brain state is an objective normative 

reason to administer the medication. Since there is just one fact here, it either counts in favor of performing an action 

or it doesn’t – regardless of whether anyone is motivated by thoughts about it under a particular description.  



75 

 

“SPECIAL FACT” VIEW: In a metaphysical hierarchy in which some facts 

that seem to count in favor of performing an act are metaphysically 

constituted by others that seem to count in favor of performing the same 

act, there is always one fact that is where the buck stops – a special fact that 

bears all the normative weight. 

 

“SHARE THE WEIGHT” VIEW: In a metaphysical hierarchy in which some 

facts that seem to count in favor of performing an act are metaphysically 

constituted by others that seem to count in favor of performing the same 

act, it can be that all of the facts that seem to count in favor of performing 

the act genuinely do count in favor of performing it. The buck doesn’t stop 

anywhere. The normative weight is shared by all of the facts in the hierarchy 

rather than resting on some particular fact. 

 

Buck-passers favor the “special fact” view, and they think that facts about right-making 

features are among the special facts. But, given that the redundancy argument 

dramatically overgeneralizes, the “share the weight” view is the more attractive option. 

Faced with metaphysical hierarchies of facts that each seem to count in favor of 

performing some action, we should abandon the project of examining each hierarchy to 

see where in it we can discern a “buck” nestling on a special fact. Instead, we should 

embrace the possibility that most or even all of the facts that seem to count in favor of 

performing the action really do count in favor of performing it, and thus are genuine 

objective normative reasons to perform it.  

 

If we adopt the “share the weight” view, then we can say that any fact that counts in favor 

of performing an action is a reason to perform it – including, for example, the fact that 
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the action is morally right, the fact that it is fair, the fact that it distributes benefits and 

burdens on reasonable, non-arbitrary grounds, and the fact that it is meritocratic, makes 

reparations for past injustice, and/or gives to those with the highest need. The “share the 

weight” view thus preserves one of the few claims in metanormative theory that enjoys 

widespread consensus: the claim that a reason to φ is a consideration that counts in favor 

of φ-ing. I take this to be a significant benefit of the view. 

 

Let me forestall a possible misunderstanding, which would be a substantial 

misunderstanding (and which is, I think, the misunderstanding underlying the 

redundancy intuition). When I say that multiple facts in a single metaphysical hierarchy 

might all be genuine normative reasons with shared weight, I do not mean that these facts 

are all always equally appropriate to cite as reasons when deliberating about what to do, 

or when evaluating our own or others’ decisions. This is not true. On the contrary, when 

multiple facts in a single hierarchy are reasons with shared normative weight, features of 

our conversational context often determine whether it is more appropriate to cite the 

lower-order or the higher-order facts as reasons. There are often substantial differences 

between the complete picture of what counts in favor of performing a certain action and 

what we should count as favoring the action in our conversational context. Sometimes it is 

more appropriate to be succinct, focusing on the higher-order facts. And at other times it 

is more appropriate to be detailed, focusing on the lower-order facts.  

 

This is what makes sense of supermarkets’ behavior in in the 5-A-DAY example. 

Supermarkets are not using mere shorthand or metaphor, nor are they making a mistake, 

in using a single “3 of your 5-a-day!” sticker rather than three “1 of your 5-a-day!” 

stickers, purportedly alerting customers to a reason to eat a salad. The fact that the salad 

contains three of your 5-a-day is a reason to eat it. And a single “3 of your 5-a-day!” sticker 

conveys the same information as three “1 of your 5-a-day!” stickers, but does so more 
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succinctly. Similarly, supermarkets’ decision to report numbers of portions, but not 

particular fruits or vegetables, also makes sense in context. British consumers are 

encouraged to count portions in order to achieve the 5-a-day goal, ignoring the nature of 

the particular fruits or vegetables comprising those portions. This makes it more 

appropriate to notify them of the number of portions in a salad than the particular fruits 

or vegetables. 

 

The potentially relevant features of conversational context here are as many and as varied 

as features of conversational context usually are. Some features favor detail over 

summary, making it more appropriate to cite lower-order facts as reasons. For example, 

if someone has a tomato craving, it might be appropriate to think of her reason to eat the 

salad as the fact that it contains tomato, since this fact is particularly relevant to her 

interests. For another example, if someone is choosing between two 5-a-day snack packs 

that each contain five portions of fruit and vegetables, then it might be appropriate to cite 

the particular fruits and vegetables in each snack pack (and/or their nutritional 

properties) as her reasons to eat them, as this is what distinguishes between the two 

options. When we are interested in comparing the reasons favoring one act with the 

reasons favoring another, it is helpful to cite facts in the metaphysical hierarchies favoring 

each act at a level of generality that distinguishes between them. 

 

Other features of conversational context favor summary over detail, making it more 

appropriate to cite higher-order facts as reasons. For example, suppose that someone 

knows that she prudentially ought to eat healthily, but is tempted to eat a delicious yet 

ludicrously unhealthy chip butty for lunch. In this context it is appropriate to get across 

the difficulty of her decision by saying, “Well, a salad contains three of her 5-a day, but a 

chip butty sure is tasty!”. This succinctly conveys the salient difference between her lunch 

options. Describing the vegetables in the salad would add unnecessary detail.  
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For another example, suppose that someone reading a menu sees that a salad is described 

as containing “a medley of seasonal vegetables dressed with a tangy house vinaigrette”. 

In this context it is appropriate to cite the fact that the salad contains vegetables, rather 

than any facts about the vegetables it contains, as the agent’s reason to order it. That is 

because only the former fact could be the agent’s motivating reason to order the salad, 

since this is the only fact to which she has epistemic access. Often, when we identify an 

agent’s normative reasons, we are looking for a match between normative and motivating 

reasons – the sort of match that is absent in the cases of the smell-pencil-thrower and 

rabbit-tea-drinker in §2. But identifying reasons too low-down in a hierarchy can create 

a false sense of mismatch. If the agent orders the salad because it contains vegetables, but 

we say that her “real” normative reason to order it is that it contains lettuce, cucumber 

and tomato, then we make it look as though her motivating reason is not a genuine 

normative reason, when in reality it is a perfectly good normative reason that is simply 

less fundamental than the fact we chose to mention. 

 

These observations all suggest that, even when the relationship between facts in a 

hierarchy is some sort of metaphysical constitution that falls short of identity, we should 

not expect there to be a privileged level at which the reason “really” lies. Rather, context 

determines which reasons it is appropriate to consider in each case. At this point, the 

other facts in the hierarchy – whichever they are – all begin to seem redundant. But this 

kind of redundancy cuts both ways; either lower-order or higher-order facts can be made 

to seem redundant by the salience of other reasons in the same hierarchy. If the important 

thing, in a context, is that a salad has three portions in it, then it is redundant to ruminate 

on the specific vegetables once the fact that there are three of them has already been 

noted. Likewise, if the important thing in a context is that a salad contains tomato, then 
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it is redundant to mention the fact that it contains a vegetable (i.e. tomato) once the 

presence of tomato has already been noted. 

 

Most of the points in this discussion of salads have direct analogues when it comes to 

moral rightness. The features of conversational context that favor summary over detail 

can all favor citing an action’s rightness as the agent’s reason to perform it, rather than 

spelling out the right-making features. Consider the STAR WARS case again. We convey 

FN-2187’s heroism at a level of abstraction suitable for most conversational contexts by 

saying that he faced a choice between doing what’s right and doing what’s easy, and he 

chose to do what’s right. As in the case of the salad and the chip butty, this draws a 

contrast between FN-2187’s moral and prudential reasons for action in a way that avoids 

unnecessary detail.  

 

For an analogy with the case of the menu, consider someone who remembers or is told 

that a certain course of action is morally right, but does not remember or is not told what 

its right-making features are. Perhaps she has reasoned her way to the conclusion that 

maintaining a vegan diet is morally required on multiple long dark nights of the soul, 

and is thus confident that maintaining a vegan diet is morally required, though she 

cannot recall the subtleties of her reasoning. Or perhaps she consults an expert on 

inclusive pedagogy to determine the right response to the fact that fliers containing racist 

messages have been posted all over her campus and she now must teach her 

undergraduate class, and the expert tells her what to do but does not have time to explain 

the right-making features. In either of these cases the agent may choose to take a certain 

course of action because it’s the right thing to do, although she is not in a position even to 

say what its right-making features are, let alone to be motivated by them – she lacks 

epistemic access to the relevant facts. If we say that these agents’ “real” normative reasons 
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are the right-making features, then we create precisely the same false sense of mismatch 

between motivating and normative reasons as in the menu case. 

 

Unsurprisingly, there are some disanalogies between salads and moral rightness. One is 

that it is possible for there to be many salads that all contain three portions of vegetables, 

whereas it may be (if there are no genuine moral dilemmas) that at most one act can be 

morally required of an agent at any one time. Another disanalogy is that, though an 

agent’s tomato craving can make it conversationally relevant that a salad contains tomato, 

rather than any other fruit or vegetable, the analogous view seems badly mistaken when 

it comes to morality. If someone cares which lower-order facts make an action right – for 

example, because she is indifferent to considerations of well-being but cares deeply about 

justice – it seems mistaken to think that this could be relevant to her objective normative 

reasons for action. Whether an action’s rightness, well-being-promotion, or justice is an 

objective normative reason for an agent to perform it does not depend on how much she 

personally likes rightness, well-being, or justice. In this respect, justice is unlike a tomato.  

 

But these two disanalogies just eliminate two ways in which, when it comes to morality, 

it might be more appropriate to cite lower-order facts as reasons than it is to cite higher-

order facts. Two ways for context to make it more appropriate to consider the more 

fundamental facts when examining an agent’s reasons for action cannot arise when it 

comes to moral rightness. So we should expect there to be plenty of contexts in which the 

moral rightness of an action is the salient reason to perform it, and in which further 

consideration of its right-making features as reasons is thereby rendered redundant. 

 

d. A problem for the buck-passer 

 



81 

The above reflections highlight a problem for the buck-passer. Consider again the agents 

who remember or are told that a certain course of action is morally right, and who choose 

to undertake the course of action on this basis, but who do not remember or are not told 

what its right-making features are. One agent has reasoned her way to the conclusion 

that maintaining a vegan diet is morally required on multiple long dark nights of the soul, 

and is thus confident that maintaining a vegan diet is morally required, though she is 

unable to recall the subtleties of her reasoning. Another agent consults an expert on 

inclusive pedagogy to determine the right response to the fact that fliers containing racist 

messages have been posted all over her campus and she now must teach her 

undergraduate class, and the expert tells her what to do but does not have time to explain 

the right-making features. Here is a plausible claim about these agents: in taking the 

courses of action that they know to be morally right, and taking them on this basis, they 

are doing a better job of responding to reasons than the agent who makes cups of tea 

“because there was a rabbit”.  

 

I take this to be a very plausible claim. The case of the rabbit-tea-maker elicits the sense 

of mismatch between an agent’s motivating and normative reasons that is characteristic 

of irrational actions that make no sense, while the cases of partial forgetting and 

testimony do not. But it is difficult for the buck-passer to account for this. The agents in 

these cases ostensibly choose to take a course of action because it’s the right thing to do – as 

does Stormtrooper F1-287 in STAR WARS. So it seems fair to assume, in each case, that the 

action’s rightness is the agent’s motivating reason. But the buck-passer denies that this 

can be a normative reason. So the buck-passer is committed to saying that these cases 

display the mismatch between normative and motivating reasons that is characteristic of 

irrationality. This seems unduly harsh. 
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The buck-passer has some options that may help her to avoid this verdict in some cases, 

but none (so far as I can see) that work well in all cases. Here I will survey three options 

and some limitations of each of them. 

 

The buck-passer might claim that Stormtrooper FN-2187 – contrary to his claims – is not 

really motivated by the rightness of his act. She can say that, when he says he is helping 

Poe to escape “because it’s the right thing to do”, this is just an elliptical way of referring 

to the right-making features, which are what really motivate him. FN-2187 presumably 

does have some grasp on the right-making features, so they might be what motivates 

him. This would secure the desired match between FN-2187’s motivating and normative 

reasons; they are both, on this account, the right-making features of his act. 

 

But this strategy does not work for cases of partial forgetting and testimony. In these 

cases, one agent has forgotten the right-making features, and another is completely 

unaware of them. So if the buck-passer wants to say that facts about the right-making 

features are these agents’ motivating reasons, then she has to say that one agent’s 

motivating reasons are facts that she has forgotten, and another agent’s motivating 

reasons are facts of which she is wholly unaware. This is an extremely bizarre view of 

motivation. It is unproblematic to say that the right-making features are reasons for these 

agents to act. But it is quite odd to say that they are the reasons for which the agents are 

currently acting – the considerations that are moving them to act – given that the agents 

themselves could not possibly have any idea that this is the case, not because the relevant 

facts are buried deep within their subconscious but because they have no epistemic access 

whatsoever to the relevant facts. It is very hard to see how someone could be motivated to 

act by a fact on which she has no epistemic grasp whatsoever. So, this strategy requires 

us to construe these agents as objectionably alienated from the reasons on which they are 

currently acting. 
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Here is a second option. The buck-passer can create a match between motivating and 

normative reasons in cases of partial forgetting and testimony by holding that the 

relevant facts are not facts about the actions’ rightness, nor facts about their right-making 

features, but rather some facts about the agents’ evidence, or about their doxastic states. 

For example, the buck-passer could suggest that in cases of partial forgetting the agent’s 

normative and motivating reason is that she seems to remember that sticking to a vegan 

diet is morally right, and in cases of testimony the agent’s normative and motivating 

reason is that she was told by a moral expert that the intervention with her students is 

morally right. Or the buck-passer could suggest that the reason in each case is that the 

agent believes that the act is right. We do sometimes cite an agent’s evidence or doxastic 

states as her reason to act, especially when her evidence is misleading. For instance, if my 

evidence suggests that it will rain tomorrow, but it won’t rain tomorrow, then we say that 

the fact that I believe that it will rain, or the fact that my evidence suggests that it will rain, 

is a reason for me to bring an umbrella. (We can’t say that the “fact” that it will rain is a 

reason for me to bring an umbrella, since this isn’t a fact.) So this is another way for the 

buck-passer to go. 

 

But this, too, is an odd take on the cases. It is noteworthy that we usually cite facts about 

an agent’s beliefs or evidence as normative reasons only when the evidence is misleading. 

When someone comes to know a fact as a result of her evidence, we usually say that this 

fact is her reason, rather than a fact about her beliefs or evidence. For example, if I can see 

tomato in a salad, we usually say that my reason to eat the salad is that it contains tomato, 

not merely that it seems to contain tomato or that I believe it contains tomato. And in the cases 

of partial forgetting and testimony the agents’ evidence is not misleading. So it is odd for 

the buck-passer to say that their normative reason is merely some fact about their 

evidence or doxastic states, rather than the fact that they come to know as a result of this 
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evidence: the fact that their acts are morally right. Moreover, this is even odder in FN-

2187’s case. We may suppose that his knowledge that helping Poe to escape is morally 

right is as robust as can be. In light of this, it seems unduly skeptical to insist that his 

normative reason to help Poe to escape is just that he believes or his evidence suggests that 

it is morally right. 

 

Here is a final option. The buck-passer could argue that agents’ normative reasons to act 

in cases of partial forgetting or testimony are not the rightness of their actions, but some 

further fact that is entailed by the actions’ rightness. For instance, the fact that an action 

is right entails that it has at least one right-making feature, and that the balance of moral 

reasons favors performing it. So the buck-passer could say that one of these facts is a 

normative reason to perform the action. This lets the buck-passer preserve the intuition 

that someone who learns or remembers only that an action is morally right already has 

epistemic access to a fact that is a normative reason to perform the act, while denying that 

the action’s moral rightness is itself a reason to perform it.  

 

This seems like a desperate move. While it does allow the buck-passer to continue to deny 

that rightness is a reason, it does so only at the expense of allowing that another 

metaphysically higher-order property – the property of having at least one right-making 

feature, or the property of being favored by the balance of moral reasons – is a normative 

reason. But the whole point of buck-passing was supposed to be to avoid citing 

metaphysically higher-order properties as reasons, since this supposedly leads to 

redundancy. Since the buck-passer holds that right-making features are reasons, allowing 

another higher-order property to be a reason will raise precisely the same worries about 

double-counting and redundancy that were the basis of her initial denial that rightness is 

a reason. If she accepts the “special fact” view and the redundancy argument, then she 

cannot say both that (e.g.) the fact that an act is fair and the fact that it has at least one 
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right-making feature are reasons to perform it. These facts occur in a single metaphysical 

hierarchy, so they cannot both be the special fact on which the buck nestles. And 

mentioning both together invokes the specter of redundancy. So this option lands the 

buck-passer right back where she started. 

 

Buck-passers can hold out hope and try to find a more plausible thing to say about these 

cases. But there’s no point in doing this. The main argument against saying that an 

action’s moral rightness is a reason to perform it rests on a mistake. So, we should go 

ahead and say, pace buck-passers, that an act’s moral rightness is indeed a reason to 

perform it. That easily takes care of these cases. 

 

e. How to understand the redundancy intuition 

 

I have suggested that features of our conversational context often determine which facts 

in a metaphysical hierarchy it is most appropriate to mention when discussing an agent’s 

reasons for action. This helps us to understand the redundancy intuition. The redundancy 

intuition does not tell us what is a “real” reason and what is not – it does not tell us how 

to identify or individuate reasons. But it might tell us something about how to aggregate 

an agent’s reasons for action, given the metaphysical relationships between them, to 

determine the total amount of normative weight favoring the performance of a certain act. 

 

In a conversational context, when we list an agent’s reasons for action, we are typically 

trying to determine the total amount of normative weight favoring the agent’s 

performance of each action. This may be because we want to compare the total amount 

of normative weight favoring one action to that favoring an alternative: we want to know 

what the agent has most reason to do. Or it may be because we want to see whether the 

total amount of normative weight favoring the performance of a certain action passes a 
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certain threshold: we want to know whether there is sufficient reason to perform it. This 

means that citing multiple facts in a single metaphysical hierarchy can be misleading. 

When facts share their normative weight, citing many of them can make it seem as though 

the total amount of normative weight favoring one action is greater than it really is. By 

analogy, to say “this salad contains three of your 5-a-day, and it contains lettuce, 

cucumber, and tomato!” misleadingly suggests that the salad contains six vegetables in 

total. I see redundancy intuitions as warnings that two or more reasons occur in a 

metaphysical hierarchy with shared weight, and thus that mentioning all of them may 

misrepresent the total amount of normative weight favoring an action. 

 

This clarifies the sense in which redundancy cuts both ways. In describing an agent’s 

reasons to perform an action, we should say enough to convey the total amount of 

normative weight favoring performing the action, and no more, and no less. It is often 

the case that mentioning (all) the facts at any level in a metaphysical hierarchy would be 

sufficient to convey the total amount of normative weight that these facts share, and we 

simply have to pick a level. But, once we have mentioned the reasons at one level, the 

others become redundant to mention, as their normative weight is already accounted for. 

 

The task of saying enough to convey the total amount of normative weight favoring the 

performance of an action, no more, and no less, can be complicated by the complicated 

structure of normative reality. There are cases in which it is not redundant to mention 

two or more of the facts in a single metaphysical hierarchy, because not all their 

normative weight is shared. For example, recall the agent who has a tomato craving. In 

describing the reasons for her to eat a salad, we can count both the fact that it contains 

three of her 5-a-day and the fact that it contains tomato as reasons to eat it, even though 

tomato is one of the three portions. This is a sort of double-counting. But it is not 

objectionable, because it accurately reflects normative reality. The fact that the salad 
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contains tomato really does count “doubly” in favor of eating it: as a way of moving 

toward the 5-a-day goal, and as a way of satisfying the agent’s tomato craving. (We might 

convey this by saying “This salad contains three of her 5-a-day – and one of them is 

tomato!”) The lesson to draw here is that a single fact may figure in multiple metaphysical 

hierarchies that each bear normative weight favoring the performance of a certain action. 

If the goal is to convey the total amount of normative weight favoring performing the 

action, and no more, and no less, then we should count this fact multiple times.16 

 

The phenomena here are pragmatic rather than metaphysical. Concerns about how to 

felicitously convey the amount of total normative weight favoring an act do not tell us 

that only some of the facts that we might mention are “real” reasons. We can tell that the 

phenomena are merely pragmatic by observing that the most appropriate reasons to 

mention vary across conversational contexts – as they do in response to considerations 

favoring succinctness over detail, or vice versa. (They also vary in response to audiences’ 

prior knowledge; for instance, saying that a salad contains three of your 5-a-day is 

unilluminating to someone who has never heard of the 5-a-day campaign.) Further 

evidence comes from the observation that it is possible to cite two or more facts with 

shared normative weight without eliciting the redundancy intuition, if we use the right 

verbal cues. For instance, it is fine to say “this salad contains three of your 5-a-day – 

namely, lettuce, cucumber and tomato”, or “this act is morally right insofar as it is fair – 

that is to say, it is meritocratic and makes reparations for past injustice”. By using verbal 

cues like “namely”, “insofar as”, “that is to say”, “in virtue of”, and so on, we indicate 

that we are describing facts in a single metaphysical hierarchy with shared normative 

weight. This is not redundant, and is sometimes positively helpful, as it gives the 

audience more information about the structure of normative reality.  

                                                           
16 Thanks to Matt Bedke, Gunnar Björnsson, Justin Snedegar, and Daniel Wodak for helpful discussion of this point. 
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There is a kernel of metaphysical truth behind the redundancy intuition. The kernel of 

truth is that some reasons share their normative weight with facts that they constitute or 

by which they are constituted. This means that not all reasons always add extra normative 

weight favoring the acts for which they are reasons. Whether a reason adds weight 

depends on what other reasons we have already taken into account. If a reason shares its 

normative weight with others that we have already taken into account, then it has nothing 

to add. This is an important insight about how to aggregate reasons. But, though 

important, this insight is not groundbreaking. We already knew that not all reasons 

always add further normative weight favoring the performance of actions for which they 

are reasons, no matter what else we have taken into account. We knew this from every 

example supporting holism or particularism, from every example of undercutting defeat, 

and from every example of combinatorial effects between reasons (see e.g. Schroeder 

2009, Horty 2012, Nair 2016). We also knew this from the idea of exclusionary reasons – 

reasons such that their obtaining is itself a reason not to take other reasons to provide any 

normative weight (see Raz 1990). The kernel of truth behind the redundancy intuition is 

that there is another, underexplored, class of combinatorial effects arising from 

metaphysical relationships between reasons. But combinatorial effects do not in general 

imply that some apparent reasons are not “really” reasons. And they should not be taken 

to do so here. 

 

f. Comparison with other literatures 

 

The view about normative reasons that I have defended here has parallels with views on 

other topics in metaphysics and in the philosophy of science. For instance, consider 

mereological composition. Nobody is surprised or confused to learn that a statue 

weighing 200lb and a lump of clay weighing 200lb, laid together on a scale, weigh only 
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200lb. Once we understand that the statue and the clay share their physical weight – whether 

or not they are identical, and indeed whatever the metaphysical relationship between 

them turns out to be – there is no great mystery here. Similarly, nobody is surprised or 

confused to learn that an area within physical space is fully occupied both by a whole 

and by its parts. Here we do not think that double-counting intuitions suggest that at 

most one of the whole and the sum of the parts is “really” in the space. Likewise, I think, 

intuitions about the double-counting of shared normative weight do not suggest that at 

most one of the facts that share the weight is a real reason.  

 

Stephen Yablo (1992) offers an argument, similar to my argument in §3b, for the view that 

the causal sufficiency of an event x need not exclude the causal relevance of another event 

x* to a third event y, if x and x* are appropriately metaphysically related to one another. 

Yablo focuses on the determinate-determinable relation, which is one plausible candidate 

for being the relationship between moral rightness and the right-making features. Here 

is one of his examples (ibid., pp.257): 

 

Imagine a pigeon, Sophie, conditioned to peck at red to the exclusion of 

other colors; a red triangle is presented, and Sophie pecks. Most people 

would say that the redness was causally relevant to her pecking, even that 

this was a paradigm case of causal relevance. But wait! I forgot to mention 

that the triangle in question was a specific shade of red: scarlet. Assuming 

that the scarlet was causally sufficient for the pecking, we can conclude by 

the exclusion principle that every other property was irrelevant. 

 

On Yablo’s view, intuitions about double-counting (or, in the case of causation, about 

overdetermination) are simply confused in cases involving metaphysical relationships 

between causes, like the relationship between a triangle’s being red and its being scarlet. 

I agree. I think the same thing about normative reasons.  
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The distinction I have drawn between what counts in favor of performing an act and what 

we should count in a conversational context also has parallels with existing views on 

causation and explanation. On one view, causation is a “broad and nondiscriminating” 

relation between events and their entire causal histories (cf. e.g. Bennett 1988, Lewis 

2000), and there are no special events that are the “real” causes. But features of 

conversational context determine which past events it is most appropriate to cite as 

causes of a certain effect. Swanson (2010) discusses one way of spelling out this view, on 

which causal talk is governed by a principle enjoining us to use “good representatives” 

of the causal paths to an effect. This principle means that, once one event on a causal path 

to the effect has been mentioned, it can become infelicitous to mention other events on 

the same causal path, since mentioning multiple events as causes of an effect typically 

indicates that they are on distinct causal paths. Fogal (2017) offers an extensive 

comparison between the data about causation presented by Swanson and some data 

about normative reasons that he presents. On Fogal’s account, similar pragmatic 

principles enjoin us to use good representatives of a “normative cluster” favoring an act, 

where a “cluster” may include items of different metaphysical types (e.g. an event and 

the fact of its occurrence) or facts that count in favor of an action taken collectively but 

not severally (e.g. the facts that there is dancing at a party and that Billy enjoys dancing). 

I agree. I think that parallel phenomena occur with respect to sets of facts arranged in 

relationships of metaphysical constitution.17 

 

Similarly, on one view about explanation, the full explanation of a fact or event would be 

a maximally detailed account of absolutely everything at all relevant to the fact’s 

obtaining or the event’s occurring. But individual statements can still be explanatory, 

insofar as they tell us something relevant to our interests about what this full explanation 

                                                           
17 I am grateful to both Swanson and Fogal for helpful discussion of the parallels between their accounts and the 

position that I develop in this paper. 
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would be like. Railton (1981) discusses one way of spelling out this view: he envisions an 

“ideal explanatory text” offering the complete account of some phenomenon, and notes 

that, in practice, we never need to know the entire content of this text. Rather, we are 

interested in learning information that accurately reduces our uncertainty about the 

content of the ideal explanatory text, to a degree and in a manner that is appropriate in 

our context. Railton says the following as to why good explanations may be partial (ibid., 

p.239): 

 

In certain contexts, a more elaborate explanation may be out of place – the 

audience may be too well-versed, not well-versed enough, not interested 

enough, or short on time; a more elaborate explanation may not be available 

even if it were appropriate – the relevant laws and facts may not be known, 

or may be known only qualitatively; the person offering the explanation 

may simply not know enough; and so on. 

 

I agree. And I think that this provides a useful parallel with the way in which context 

determines which of the facts in a metaphysical hierarchy it is most appropriate to 

mention when determining the amount of total normative weight favoring performing 

an action.18 We might imagine an “ideal normative text” that gives the full account of 

every fact bearing some normative weight that favors the action, and of the metaphysical 

relationships between them. But, in practice, we are rarely interested in coming to know 

the entire content of this text. (Perhaps those who study first-order ethical theory aim to 

discover the full content of the text – but ordinary agents do not.) Rather, we are 

interested in learning information that will accurately reduce our uncertainty about the 

total amount of normative weight favoring an action, and about how this amount 

compares to the amounts of normative weight favoring the alternatives. 

 

                                                           
18 Thanks to Jim Joyce for helpful discussion of this point. 
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I find these parallels encouraging. They suggest that I am along the right lines in the 

diagnosis that I have offered of the mistake underlying the redundancy argument, and 

in the alternative picture that I have begun to sketch. Analogous mistakes have already 

been corrected in other branches of philosophy. It is time to correct this one. 

 

 

4. Upshot 

 

Here is a summary of what happened in this paper. I sketched a picture of moral 

metaphysics on which every fact that counts in favor of performing an act is a genuine 

normative reason to perform the act, notwithstanding the observation that reasons 

sometimes arise in metaphysical hierarchies with shared normative weight. I suggested 

that this can include both an action’s rightness and its right-making features (and the 

features that make it the case that it has the right-making features, and the features that 

make it the case that it has those features, and so on). So an action’s moral rightness and 

its right-making features can all be genuine normative reasons to perform it. We can have 

our buck and pass it, too. 

 

I suggested that features of our conversational context often determine which of the facts 

in a metaphysical hierarchy it is most appropriate to mention when discussing an agent’s 

reasons for action. But, I argued, it would be a mistake to think that this shows that the 

facts it would be less appropriate to mention are not really reasons. Pragmatic principles 

place constraints on how many and which of the normative reasons in a metaphysical 

hierarchy it is most appropriate to mention, consistent with the general conversational 

goal of conveying the total amount of normative weight favoring an action, no more, and 

no less. But this is a point about how to describe and aggregate reasons within a 

conversational context, rather than a point about which sorts of facts can be reasons in 
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the first place. And there are plenty of contexts in which pragmatic mechanisms ensure 

that the moral rightness of an action is the salient reason to perform it. 

 

In short: there are good grounds to accept that the moral rightness of an action is a reason 

to perform it, and the main grounds against accepting this view rest on a confused picture 

of moral metaphysics. So, with that confusion cleared up, let’s go ahead and accept it. 

 

This is a substantive position. The claim that rightness cannot be a reason for action has 

been used a premise in some important arguments. Notably, many people hold that an 

agent and/or her action can attain some positive evaluative status only if she acts “for the 

right reasons”. If one holds such a view, and also assumes that rightness is not a reason 

for action – so, a fortiori, it cannot be among the right reasons – then it follows that when 

someone does the right thing because it’s the right thing to do, she and/or her action do 

not attain the relevant positive status. Thus, buck-passing about rightness has been used 

to denigrate agents who are motivated by rightness de dicto. For instance, Julia Markovits 

(2010, p.207) offers an argument of this form for the claim that people who are motivated 

by rightness de dicto cannot perform acts with moral worth, and David Shoemaker (2007, 

p.88) offers an argument of this form for the claim that such people cannot be full-fledged 

members of the moral community. If an action’s moral rightness is a reason to perform it, 

then these arguments are all unsound. That is my primary motivation for writing this 

paper. If the view that I have defended is correct, it shows that a family of criticisms of 

agents who do the right thing because it’s the right thing to do are based on unsound 

arguments.  

 

Of course, the reader may think that there is something else wrong with having and 

acting on explicitly moral motivations. But I take myself to have shown that, if there is 
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anything wrong with having and acting on explicitly moral motivations, it is not that 

agents who do so thereby fail to act for genuine normative reasons. 
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III: Accidentally Doing the Right Thing 
 

 

 

1. A Tale of Two Finns 

 

This paper is about moral worth. Moral worth is a positive status that some, but not all 

morally right actions possess. There is a live dispute as to what makes the difference.  

 

We can begin to get a handle on this dispute by considering two fictional characters. One 

is from a classic American novel by Mark Twain (1884). The other is from the movie Star 

Wars: The Force Awakens. 

 

FINN FROM STAR WARS: Stormtrooper FN-2187 was bred and trained to fight 

for the First Order, the current incarnation of the dark side of the force. But, 

unlike other stormtroopers, he has a conscience. On his first intergalactic 

mission he is shocked and appalled by the blood spilt and carnage wrought 

by his comrades. Later, he is assigned to guard Poe Dameron, a pilot for the 

resistance movement who has been captured by the First Order. Recalling 

the carnage of his intergalactic mission, FN-2187 chooses instead to rescue 

Poe and escape with him. On hearing of this plan, Poe asks, “Why are you 

helping me?”, and the Stormtrooper – his face drenched in sweat and 

momentarily solemn – replies, “Because it’s the right thing to do”. 
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HUCKLEBERRY FINN: Huckleberry (“Huck”) Finn is a teenager growing up 

in the American South in the mid-1800s. Huck has absorbed the racist 

ideology of his contemporaries; he fully believes that slaves are the 

property of their owners, that helping a slave to escape is stealing, and that 

it is therefore morally wrong. Nonetheless, Huck befriends a fugitive slave 

named Jim. And when he gets the opportunity to report Jim to the 

authorities, he chooses instead to lie and thus help Jim to escape. Huck is 

profoundly conflicted at this point; he is convinced that what he is doing is 

morally wrong, yet he cannot resist the urge to help his friend. 

 

In Star Wars, Poe later gives FN-2187 the nickname “Finn”. So here we have two fictional 

characters, both named Finn. Their similarity extends beyond their names: each helps 

somebody who was unjustly held captive to escape, in a poignant moment of character 

development that is pivotal to their respective plots. And both agents thereby do 

something that is morally right. The question at issue in this paper is whether the two 

Finns perform actions with moral worth. 

 

There are two main views in this dispute:  

 

KANTIAN VIEW: Someone performs an action with moral worth only if 

she is motivated to do the right thing by the very fact that it is right. 

 

NEW VIEW: Someone performs an action with moral worth if she is 

motivated to do the right thing by the features that make it right (the “right-

making features”). 
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The traditional Kantian view is that, for an act to have moral worth, the agent must do it 

because it’s the right thing to do. Some more recent philosophers find the Kantian view too 

demanding, and propose the new view as a more lenient and reasonable alternative. 

Nomy Arpaly (2002) and Julia Markovits (2010) both defend versions of the new view 

along these lines. Arpaly and Markovits defend a stronger version of the new view than 

that stated above, as they hold that being motivated by right-making features is necessary 

for moral worth, as well as sufficient. But I will focus on the sufficiency claim in this 

paper. 

 

Paulina Sliwa (2016) defends a version of the Kantian view. Her view is also stronger than 

that stated above; she holds that an act has moral worth iff its agent (a) is motivated to 

do the right thing by the fact that it is right and (b) knows what the right thing to do is. I 

do not accept condition (b), for reasons that I will mention in §6. The part of Sliwa’s view 

with which I agree, and that I defend, is the necessity claim above. 

 

On the cinematographic interpretation that I will assume throughout this paper, Finn 

from Star Wars cares explicitly about the fact that helping Poe to escape is morally right. 

He has begun to recognize the atrocity of the actions of his comrades and commanding 

officers, and he wants to break the mold – to disobey orders and choose instead to do 

what’s right, as a small act of rebellion against the First Order’s evil regime. As he says, 

he helps Poe to escape because it’s the right thing to do.19 This is the kind of motivation that 

defenders of the new view denigrate. Building on Michael Smith’s (1994, p.75) charge of 

“moral fetishism”, and on Bernard Williams’ (1981, p.18) “one thought too many” 

objection, they suggest that there is something objectionable about the kind of explicitly 

                                                           
19 This stipulation may bother avid Star Wars fans, who will recall that, as the dialogue progresses, it is suggested that 

Finn is helping Poe also – or perhaps even solely – because he “needs a pilot” to facilitate his own escape. But Finn 

wants to escape precisely because his conscience tells him that it is wrong to be complicit in the First Order’s evil 

regime. So I would still construe this as a course of action motivated by the thought that it is morally right. 
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moral motivation that Finn from Star Wars exhibits. Markovits, for instance, suggests that 

someone with this motivation is “cold”, and is not “a morally attractive person” (2010, 

p.204). 

 

On the literary interpretation favored by defenders of the new view, Huckleberry Finn is 

not motivated to help Jim to escape by the fact that doing so is morally right. On the 

contrary, Huck has no idea that what he is doing is right. That is because he has 

unreflectively absorbed the racist ideology of his contemporaries. According to this 

ideology, helping a slave to escape constitutes stealing, and is seriously morally wrong. 

This is why Huck Finn has become a sort of poster child for the new view of moral worth. 

Defenders of this view cite his example often (e.g. Arpaly 2002, pp.228-31; Arpaly 2003, 

pp.9-10, 75-78, 92-93, 99-100, 138-39; Markovits 2010, pp.208, 209, 215, 223, 242; Arpaly 

and Schroeder 2013, pp.178-79, Arpaly 2014, p.63). Their thought is that, since Huck’s 

helping Jim to escape is intuitively a morally worthy act, the case shows that an action 

can have moral worth even if its agent does not do the right thing because it is right. This 

case has thus become the go-to counterexample to the Kantian view. 

 

The literary interpretation favored by defenders of the new view also emphasizes that 

what motivates Huck to help Jim is the very feature that, in fact, makes this the right thing 

to do. Arpaly writes that “to the extent that Huckleberry is reluctant to turn Jim in because 

of Jim’s personhood, he is acting for morally significant reasons” (p.230, emphasis 

original). Markovits writes similarly that “he is motivated at least in part by his 

recognition of Jim’s value as a fellow human being – that is, by facts that morally justify 

his choice” (p.208). 

 

These specifications of the feature that makes Huck’s action morally right are 

conspicuously vague – perhaps deliberately so, to avoid taking too firm of a stand on 
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which first-order moral theory is true. The vagueness will become relevant in §2.2; for 

now, I simply note that defenders of the new view invite us to assume that Huck Finn is 

motivated by a right-making feature of his act. 

 

So, according to the Kantian view, Finn from Star Wars performs an action with full moral 

worth, whereas Huckleberry Finn does not. According to the new view, things are the 

other way around: Huckleberry Finn performs an action with full moral worth, whereas 

Finn from Star Wars does not. 

 

Here’s where I come in. In this paper I argue against the new view of moral worth, and I 

defend a version of the Kantian view. I will argue that defenders of the new view are 

hoisted on their own petard: if Huck really has no idea whatsoever that his act is morally 

right, then his is a case of someone merely accidentally doing the right thing. All parties 

to the historical and contemporary dispute about moral worth agree that an action lacks 

moral worth if it is a case of someone’s merely accidentally doing the right thing. So this 

means that Huck’s action lacks moral worth. So, this case is easy for the Kantian view to 

accommodate after all: since it is not a case of an action with moral worth, it is no 

counterexample to the Kantian view. 

 

I begin (in §2.1) by noting that, while there is considerable unclarity as to the nature of 

moral worth in the existing literature, all parties agree that an action lacks moral worth if 

it is a case of someone’s merely accidentally doing the right thing. I then argue (in §2.2) 

that the new view cannot adequately account for the phenomenon of accidentally doing 

the right thing, and that some general reflections on the nature of deliberate action show 

that the example of Huck Finn – the main example used to support the view – in fact is a 

case of someone accidentally doing the right thing, and thus not an action with moral 

worth. I go on to suggest that the new view’s plausibility rests on an elision of some 
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important differences between different types of praiseworthiness (§3). Lastly, I offer the 

beginnings of a defense of one version of the Kantian view by showing how it avoids the 

problems raised for the new view in this paper (§4). On my view, all puzzles surrounding 

the concept of moral worth are just instances of general puzzles about what it is to do 

something deliberately. 

 

 

2. Main argument 

 

Here is my argument for the conclusion that Huckleberry Finn’s helping Jim to escape 

lacks moral worth: 

 

1. An action lacks moral worth if it is a case of someone’s accidentally doing the right 

thing. 

2. For all properties of acts F, someone accidentally does an F thing if she has no idea 

that her act possesses property F when she performs it. 

3. When Huckleberry Finn helps Jim to escape, he has no idea that doing so is 

morally right. 

4. Someone accidentally does the right thing if she has no idea that her act is morally 

right when she performs it. (2)  

5. When Huckleberry Finn helps Jim to escape, he accidentally does the right thing. 

(3,4) 

6. Huckleberry Finn’s helping Jim to escape lacks moral worth. (1,5) 
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This argument is valid. So its success turns on the truth of its three premises. I will defend 

each in turn. 

 

2.1. Defense of P1 

 

Premise 1 says that an action lacks moral worth if it is a case of someone’s accidentally 

doing the right thing. This is one of the only claims about the nature of moral worth that 

enjoys anything like widespread consensus across the historical and contemporary 

literatures on the topic. So we can use this claim to settle disputes about the nature of 

moral worth in terms that all parties should be able to accept. 

 

“Moral worth” is not an ordinary language term. It originates in English-language 

translations of Kant’s remarks on “moralischen Werth” in the Groundwork (1998) and 

subsequent discussions of Kant’s ideas. But it is surprisingly difficult, given this 

provenance of the concept, to say precisely what moral worth is. We do not have a clear 

definition of the term, summarily recounted by all who employ it. Some philosophers 

invoke the concept of moral worth without ever saying what it is. And what little is said 

about the nature of moral worth is not always illuminating.  

 

Here is what we know. Kant introduced the idea of moral worth to distinguish among 

morally right actions. There are those that are merely morally right, and those that have 

“true moral worth” (G 4:398). Kant thought that the difference has something to do with 

the agent’s motivation for acting; famously, he argues that a morally right act lacks moral 

worth if it is performed out of self-interest or sympathy for a person in need, and that a 

morally right act possesses moral worth if it is performed out of a sense of duty.  
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In the preface to the Groundwork, Kant says that acts motivated by immoral aims lack 

moral worth because these motivations’ connection to the moral law is “only very 

contingent and precarious” (G 4:390). This suggests something about what he thinks the 

difference is between worth-conferring motivations and non-worth-conferring 

motivations: it suggests that Kant thinks that worth-conferring motivations bear a 

connection to the act’s rightness that is not “precarious”. Barbara Herman takes this line, 

suggesting that Kant valorizes actions performed out of a sense of duty because this 

motivation makes acts’ moral rightness “the nonaccidental effect of the agent’s concern” 

(1989, p.6). For present purposes I will assume that Kant thought roughly this – I will not 

take up the exegetical task of working out the details of his view. 

 

Defenders of the new view suggest that acts that are not performed out of a sense of duty 

may nonetheless have moral worth. In clarifying their disagreement with Kant, these 

authors offer glosses on the concept of moral worth. But some of these glosses are 

unhelpful. For example, Arpaly describes the moral worth of an action as “the extent to 

which the action speaks well of the agent” (2002, p.224), and Markovits says that “morally 

worthy actions are ones that reflect well on the moral character of the person who 

performs them” (2010, p.203). These glosses cannot be right. All manner of actions may 

“speak well of the agent”, or “reflect well on [her] character”, in that they provide 

evidence that she has good character. An action need not even be morally right in order 

to speak well of the agent in this way. For example, imagine a religious group whose 

members are all extremely virtuous, and who have adopted the convention of saying 

“Sneezarooney!” after sneezing. Saying “Sneezarooney!” after sneezing speaks well of an 

agent in this context, as it provides good evidence that she is extremely virtuous. But it is 

not morally required. And the concept of moral worth, as originally introduced by Kant, 

is supposed to pick out a property of a proper subset of the morally right actions. So 

moral worth cannot simply be a matter of an act’s speaking well of the agent. 
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One more complex contemporary gloss holds that an act’s having moral worth is a matter 

of its being both (a) right and (b) performed out of a good motivation. Here is Sliwa (2016, 

p.1): 

 

Whether an action is morally praiseworthy depends not just on whether it 

conforms to the correct normative theory (whatever it is). It needs to be 

motivated in the right way. An account of moral worth aims to identify 

what such good motivations consist in. 

 

But in interpreting condition (b) here, we should tread carefully. To say that any kind of 

good motivation leading to the performance of a right act confers moral worth on the act 

is too strong, and  cannot be what Kant had in mind. (Nor is it what Sliwa has in mind – 

on which see below.)  Kant says that benevolent inclinations are praiseworthy, but still 

do not confer moral worth on actions (G 4:398). So, he explicitly rejects the view that 

morally worthy actions are those that are both morally right and performed out of a good 

or praiseworthy motivation. 

 

Moreover, conditions (a) and (b) can be jointly met by actions whose rightness still seems 

“precarious” in the way that bothered Kant when he was worried about immoral aims. 

Consider: 

 

PROMISE-KEEPING: You tell me that you’re playing a gig in our local coffee 

shop at 6pm on Wednesday, and I promise that I’ll be there. By the time 

6pm Wednesday comes around, I have forgotten all about my promise. But 

I do want coffee at that time, and I recall that the local coffee shop donates 

80% of its profits to charity. This appeals to my desire to be a socially 

responsible consumer whose purchasing choices contribute to just 
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redistribution of global wealth. So, I go to the coffee shop at 6pm on 

Wednesday. As I enter and see you strumming away, I realize – with a sigh 

of relief! – that I have accidentally kept my promise. 

 

In PROMISE-KEEPING, I am morally required to go to the local coffee shop at 6pm on 

Wednesday, since this is what I promised to do. Moreover, the motivation to contribute 

to just redistribution of global wealth is a good motivation. And this, coupled with my 

(morally neutral) desire to get coffee at 6pm on Wednesday, motivates me to go to the 

local coffee shop at 6pm on Wednesday. So, my going to the local coffee shop at 6pm on 

Wednesday meets conditions (a) and (b) as stated. Yet it still seems as though it is an 

accident that I did the right thing in this case – in exactly the way in which it is an accident 

that someone acting on selfish motives does the right thing, if she does. My motivation 

in this case, though independently praiseworthy, is still only precariously connected to 

the rightness of my act. Contributing to just redistribution of the world’s wealth makes 

my act morally good to do, but what makes it morally required is something else (the 

promise) that does not figure in my motivation at all. 

 

Here is a recipe for creating counterexamples of this form: take a property of acts that 

makes them good to do, but not morally required, and take another property of acts that 

makes them morally required. Imagine an act that has both properties. Then imagine an 

agent who has no idea about the property that makes the act required, but is nonetheless 

motivated to perform it by the property that makes it good to do. Voilà! You have a case 

in which a good motivation leads someone to perform the morally right act, but is only 

precariously connected to the act’s rightness. 

 

Examples of this form show that conditions (a) and (b) as stated are not jointly sufficient 

for moral worth – at least, not in the sense that Kant originally had in mind. We might 
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think that these conditions jointly identify something interesting, and stipulate that we 

use the term “moral worth” to refer to it. But this would not be engaging substantively 

in a literature borne out of critical engagement with Kant; this would be taking a term 

from the Kantian secondary literature and unhelpfully using it to refer to something else. 

 

The PROMISE-KEEPING example also highlights a problem with a final recent gloss on the 

concept of moral worth. Arpaly says, “I shall speak interchangeably of a morally 

praiseworthy action and an action which has positive moral worth” (p.224, emphases in 

original). This is unfortunate, as those phrases are definitely not synonymous. There are 

many ways for an action to be morally praiseworthy, which we should tease apart and 

keep apart. In PROMISE-KEEPING, my action is morally praiseworthy, since it embodies a 

praiseworthy decision to contribute to just redistribution of global wealth. But this is still 

a case in which the connection between my motivation and the rightness of my act is 

precarious, and thus in which my action lacks moral worth. So, an action’s being morally 

praiseworthy in some way and its possessing moral worth are not the same thing. Rather, 

moral worth has to do with a particular way in which actions can be praiseworthy. (I 

discuss this a great deal further in §§3-4.) 

 

At this point it may be tempting to abandon hope of identifying an account of the nature 

of moral worth that is accepted by everyone in the historical and contemporary 

literatures. There may be no such thing. This would cast some doubt on the usefulness of 

these literatures. 

 

I still have hope. This is because I think we can make considerable philosophical progress 

if we concentrate on one central component of the concept of moral worth, which 

historical and contemporary authors all accept, and which I have already begun to 
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employ here. I propose that we focus on the idea that, for an action to have moral worth, 

it must not be a case of someone’s merely accidentally doing the right thing. 

 

All parties in the contemporary literature accept this idea. In the paragraphs immediately 

following the quotation above, Sliwa clarifies that she thinks that not just any old good 

motivation confers moral worth on a right act, but only those that prevent the act’s 

rightness from being “contingent and precarious” in the way that bothered Kant (2016, 

p.2). Sliwa also says that “a central feature of morally worthy actions is that they are not 

merely accidentally right” (p.6), and that “abandoning the thought that morally worthy 

actions are non-accidentally right [would be] too high a price to pay” (p.8). Defenders of 

the new view agree. For example, Markovits writes that Kant’s view “gained what 

attraction it held from the plausibility of the thought that morally worthy actions don’t 

just happen to conform to the moral law – as a matter of mere accident” (2010, p.206, 

emphasis original), and that “[a] plausible account of moral worth… should explain why 

and how, in the case of morally worthy actions, the connection between the agent’s 

motivations and the act’s rightness was not merely accidental” (p.241). She argues that 

the new view provides just as good an explanation of this non-accidental connection as 

the Kantian view. (I will discuss her argument in §2.2.)  Similarly, Arpaly describes the 

verdict on Huckleberry Finn that she opposes as the view that he is “a bad boy who has 

accidentally done something good” (2002, p.230), or “a racist boy who has accidentally 

done something good” (p.229). She presents herself as denying this in saying that Huck’s 

action has moral worth. So Arpaly accepts that, for an action to have moral worth, it must 

not be a case of someone’s accidentally doing the right (or good) thing. In short, there is 

clearly some consensus on this point.20 

                                                           
20 Indeed, the contemporary literature proceeds partly by way of a discussion of which types of accidentality limit an 

action’s moral worth. For instance, Arpaly and Markovits disagree about whether the contingency of an agent’s being 

motivated by the right-making features limits her action’s moral worth; see Arpaly’s remarks on “fair-weather” and 

“capricious” philanthropists (2002, pp.235-236), and Markovits’ “fanatical dog-lover” example (2010, p.210). 
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There is similar consensus in the Kantian secondary literature. For instance, Marcia Baron 

writes that “what matters [for moral worth] is that the action is in accord with duty and 

it is no accident that it is” (1995, p.131, emphasis original). And Philip Stratton-Lake, 

quoting Baron, explains that “the key point about the moral worth of [acting from duty] 

is that if one does the right act, ‘it will be no accident that it is’ right” (2000, p.56, emphasis 

original), going on to discuss at length what it is for an act’s motive to render it non-

accidentally right. As we have seen, Barbara Herman also writes that worth-conferring 

motivations are those that make an act’s rightness the “nonaccidental effect of the agent’s 

concern”. Indeed, I think that this gloss is the most recognizably Kantian of those that I 

have canvassed; it seems closer than any other gloss to reflecting Kant’s worry about the 

“precariousness” of agents’ acting rightly when moved by immoral aims. The idea that 

an action lacks moral worth if it is a case of someone’s accidentally doing the right thing 

thus captures what originally bothered Kant when he argued that some right actions lack 

moral worth. 

 

This gives us only a necessary condition on moral worth, rather than a full analysis. But 

if we are looking for a central component of the concept accepted by all parties, it may be 

as good as we can get.  

 

Moreover, this condition can do important philosophical work. We have already seen 

that this condition shows that moral worth requires more than being moved to do the 

right thing by a good motivation. I think that we can do better still: I think that this 

condition shows that the new view is false. Showing this is my task for the next two 

sections.  

 

2.2. Defense of P2 
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We have seen that there is consensus on the idea that an action lacks moral worth if it is 

a case of someone’s accidentally doing the right thing. But this consensus masks a deeper 

disagreement. The disagreement is about what it is to accidentally do the right thing. 

Defenders of the new view and the Kantian view assume different general accounts of 

what it is to do something accidentally. So, we can make some progress in adjudicating 

the dispute between these views by examining the plausibility of their respective 

assumptions about what it is to do something accidentally. I will argue that the 

assumptions underpinning the new view are much less plausible than those 

underpinning the Kantian view.  

 

Defenders of the new view accept that an action lacks moral worth if it is an instance of 

someone’s merely accidentally doing the right thing. But they hold that someone does 

not accidentally do the right thing if it is the right-making features of the act that motivate 

them to perform it. When Arpaly denies that Huck is “a bad boy who has accidentally 

done something good” (op. cit.), her grounds for doing so are that he was motivated to 

help Jim by the feature of this act that makes it morally good. Markovits agrees, saying 

that “[a]ctions motivated by right-making reasons… are not merely… accidentally right. 

If I am motivated by right-making reasons, it is no coincidence that my motive issues in 

the right action” (2010., p.211). 

 

According to the new view, not just any old motive that issues in morally right action is 

worth-conferring. Someone who performed the morally right act for selfish reasons 

would not thereby perform an act with moral worth. Having a motive that reliably issues 

in right action is not enough, either; selfish motives are not worth-conferring even if they 

reliably lead the agent to act rightly (see Markovits 2010, p.211, n.23). Rather, when 

Markovits says that it is “no coincidence” that I act rightly if I am motivated by an act’s 
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right-making features, she calls our attention to the metaphysical relationship between the 

features of the act that motivate me and its moral rightness. On this view, it is my being 

motivated by the features that make my act right that renders its rightness non-accidental 

in the manner required for moral worth. On this view, then, the worth-conferring 

motivations are those that have as their objects the features of acts that bear a certain 

metaphysical relationship – the “makes it the case” relationship, however this is to be 

understood – to moral rightness.21 Non-accidentally doing the right thing amounts to 

being moved by these features. 

 

Generalizing, we can see the sense of the terms “accident” and “accidental” implicit in 

this view. On this view, for someone to non-accidentally perform an act with property F 

it is sufficient that (a) she is motivated to perform it by the fact that it has property G and 

(b) as a matter of metaphysical fact, the act’s having property G makes it the case that it 

has property F. We are supposed to think that it is “no accident” or “no coincidence” that 

someone acts F-ly when, given this metaphysical relationship between the feature of the 

act that motivates her and the act’s F-ness, it is no surprise that she acts F-ly.  

 

I don’t think this is what ordinary speakers of English mean by the terms “accident” and 

“accidental”.  

 

Recall the PROMISE-KEEPING example from §2. In this case, I am motivated to go to our 

local coffee shop at 6pm on Wednesday. Since going to the coffee shop at 6pm on 

Wednesday is precisely what I had promised to do, my doing so makes it the case that I 

                                                           
21 There is some risk of misunderstanding Markovits’ account on this point, since Markovits holds that moral reasons 

are subjective: they are facts that provide evidence about what it would be best to do (e.g. 2010, p.219). Nonetheless, 

Markovits is clear that she takes such facts to make actions right – she holds that the makes-it-the-case relation obtains 

between the subjective moral reasons that she is interested in and the moral rightness of acts. Thanks to an anonymous 

reviewer for encouraging me to clarify this point. 
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keep my promise – it constitutes keeping my promise. So in this case I am motivated by 

the very feature of my act (going to the coffee shop at 6pm on Wednesday) that makes it 

the case that it has a further property (promise-keeping). Yet it still seems as though I 

accidentally perform an act with this further property. Since I have forgotten all about my 

promise, and thus am entirely unaware of the metaphysical relationship between the 

feature of the act that motivates me and its keeping my promise, I accidentally keep my 

promise.  

 

Here are three more examples, two of them drawn from the philosophical literature on 

luck and accidents, and one from the philosophical literature on know-how: 

 

BURIED TREASURE22: Vincent wants to plant a rosebush in honor of his dead 

mother. What he doesn’t know is that the one spot on his island that is 

suitable for growing roses is also the spot where buried treasure lurks just 

beneath the ground (the pirate who buried the treasure was also fond of 

roses). So, when Vincent unearths the treasure, he can’t believe his luck; 

how cool to accidentally discover buried treasure! 

 

ACCIDENTAL SLAYER23: Emilia has been running from vampires all night. 

Exhausted and desperate to escape, she runs out into an open field at what 

is, unbeknownst to her, the exact time that the sun’s rays peek over the 

horizon, turning the vampires into dust. Emilia is overcome with relief; she 

has accidentally lured the vampires to their death. (The author of this 

example names it “Accidental Slayer”.) 

                                                           
22 This example is adapted from Lackey (2008). 
23 This example is adapted from Riggs (2014). 
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SEMAPHORE DANCER24: A dancer performs a new piece known only as 

“Improvisation No. 14”. A stunned communications expert in the audience 

notices that this dance is a perfect semaphore rendition of Gray’s Elegy. But 

the dancer has no idea about this; she has heard of semaphore but does not 

know the language, and has heard of Gray’s Elegy but does not know the 

poem. The dancer accidentally performs a semaphore rendition of Gray’s 

Elegy. 

 

The metaphysical sense of the terms “accident” and “accidental” yields counterintuitive 

claims about examples like BURIED TREASURE, ACCIDENTAL SLAYER, and SEMAPHORE 

DANCER. The agents in these cases are each motivated to perform an act by a feature that 

makes it the case that the act possesses another property. Yet it still seems natural to say 

that they accidentally perform acts with these further properties. Vincent is motivated to 

dig in a certain spot, and his digging in this spot makes it the case that he unearths buried 

treasure. Yet he still accidentally unearths buried treasure. Emilia is motivated to run out 

into the open field, and this constitutes luring the vampires to their death. Yet she 

accidentally lures the vampires to their death. The dancer is motivated to perform a certain 

sequence of bodily movements, and this sequence of movements just is a semaphore 

rendition of Gray’s Elegy. Yet she still accidentally performs a semaphore rendition of 

Gray’s Elegy.25  

 

Why is it that, in cases like PROMISE-KEEPING, BURIED TREASURE, ACCIDENTAL SLAYER, and 

SEMAPHORE DANCER, it is natural to say that the agent accidentally performs an act with a 

                                                           
24 This example is adapted from Carr (1979). 
25 I am not sure precisely which metaphysical relationship defenders of the new view take to obtain between right-

making features and moral rightness. But, since the metaphysical relationships in these cases are slightly different, 

together they should cover all the bases. 
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certain property, though they are each motivated by the feature of their act that makes it 

the case that it possesses the relevant property? 

 

Consider the dancer. She is motivated to perform a certain sequence of movements. And 

this sequence is, in fact, semaphore-rendition-of-Gray’s-Elegy-making. Yet she 

accidentally performs a semaphore rendition of Gray’s Elegy. This is because she does not 

mean to perform a semaphore rendition of Gray’s Elegy, nor does she believe that she is 

doing so, nor does she have even a vague inkling that her dance may constitute a 

semaphore rendition of Gray’s Elegy. Were she to learn that she had performed a 

semaphore rendition of Gray’s Elegy, she would be astonished. In short, the dancer has 

no idea whatsoever that her dance is a semaphore rendition of Gray’s Elegy. This is what 

makes us inclined to say that she accidentally performs a semaphore rendition of Gray’s 

Elegy, notwithstanding the metaphysical relationship between her dance and the 

language of semaphore. Parallel remarks apply to the other cases.  

 

These are not isolated examples. On the contrary, it is easy to come up with cases like 

this. Here is a recipe: construct a scenario in which (a) an agent is motivated to perform 

an act by the fact that it has property G, and (b) as a matter of metaphysical fact, property 

G makes it the case that the act has property F, but (c) the agent is wholly unaware of (b). 

Voilà! You have a scenario in which it seems natural to say that the agent accidentally 

does something F, though she is motivated to perform her act by its F-making feature. 

Indeed, I suspect that, the more emphasis we place on the fact that she has no idea 

whatsoever that the property motivating her is F-making, the more it will seem that she 

does an F thing by accident. This is so notwithstanding the fact that, in the new view’s 

sense of “accident”, it is “no accident” that the agent performs an act with property F just 

as long as (a) and (b) hold. 
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At this point, defenders of the new view might object. They may note that, in each of my 

examples, the feature of the act by which the agent is motivated makes it the case that the 

act possesses an accidental-seeming property only given some important background 

conditions: the fact that the treasure is buried in Vincent’s chosen spot, the fact that the 

sun is about to rise over Emilia’s field, the facts about the language of semaphore and the 

content of Gray’s Elegy, and the fact that I promised to go to the coffee shop at 6pm. An 

objector may claim that this is a crucial disanalogy, and that the metaphysical relationship 

between right-making features and rightness is less dependent on background conditions 

than the metaphysical relationships in my cases. 

 

In response, I agree that background conditions play an important role in my cases. But 

I maintain that the metaphysical relationship between right-making features and 

rightness is no less dependent on background conditions. Consider Huck Finn again. It 

is simply false to say that background conditions play less of a role in his case than in my 

cases. Huck is not motivated by something that necessitates the rightness of his act. He is 

motivated by something that can make his act right only given certain crucial background 

conditions. If Jim were a serial killer on the run, rather than a fugitive slave, then facts 

about his personhood would not make it morally right to help him to escape from the 

authorities. So, the defender of the new view must concede that her view is already about 

cases in which one property of an act (protecting a person) makes it the case that the act 

has another property (rightness) only given important background conditions. Once she 

has conceded this point, my examples are fair game. 

  

The defender of the new view might insist that, if we spell out the content of Huck’s 

motivation in full detail, we will find that he is motivated by something that necessitates 

the rightness of his act, all by itself, requiring no background conditions. I seriously doubt 

this. To get a feature that necessitates moral rightness, we would need to specify the 
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feature in an inordinate amount of detail; we would need to build the absence of any 

circumstances that would create a counterexample into our specification of the feature 

itself. For instance, we would have to say that the feature of the act that motivates Huck 

is not just that it helps a person but rather that it helps a person who is trying to do something 

that is itself morally valuable, and who is not hurting anyone else in the process, and who is not 

disrupting any social institutions besides those that are harmful and should be disrupted, et 

cetera. Without these qualifications, we will not be specifying a feature that necessitates 

the moral rightness of the act, but rather a feature that is compatible with an act’s being 

morally wrong under some circumstances. So, to get a feature that necessitates the 

rightness of the act, the defender of the new view needs all these qualifications. But, with 

the qualifications, this feature is simply too complicated to be the object of Huck's 

motivation. Huck’s motivation – like those of many moral agents – is far too inchoate and 

rudimentary to have such a complex property as its object. So, he is not motivated by a 

feature of his act that necessitates its moral rightness. Rather, as I have assumed, he is 

motivated by a feature that makes his act right only given some important background 

conditions. 

 

Returning to the main argument, I think that we now have good grounds to accept the 

following claim: 

 

CLAIM: For all properties of acts F, someone accidentally does an F thing if 

she has no idea that her act possesses property F when she performs it. 

 

We have seen that CLAIM holds even of cases in which an agent is motivated to perform 

an act by the very feature that makes it the case that the act is F (in light of some 

background conditions). So long as she has no idea  whatsoever that this metaphysical 
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relationship obtains between the feature of the act that motivates her and its F-ness, she 

still accidentally does an F thing.  

 

CLAIM is premise 2 from my argument above.  

 

This concludes my defense of premise 2. 

 

2.3. Defense of P3  

 

This just leaves premise 3: when Huckleberry Finn helps Jim to escape, he has no idea 

that doing so is morally right. 

Defenders of the new view of moral worth are explicitly committed to this claim. Indeed, 

it is crucial for them that this is true, as otherwise the example of Huckleberry Finn cannot 

do the philosophical work to which they have tried to put it.  

 

The actual character portrayed in Twain’s text is not a great counterexample to the 

Kantian view. A natural reading of the text is to say that Huck has an inchoate grasp of 

the moral rightness of this act, or that he believes that it is morally right “at some level”, 

or something along these lines, and that this is why he does it. But if any such 

interpretation is correct, then the case is no counterexample to the Kantian view. On any 

such interpretation, the case would call only for a modification of the Kantian view to 

allow for the evident fact that it is possible for someone to be motivated by something 

that she may not consciously avow, but does grasp at the subpersonal level. This is a 

modification that the Kantian view must undergo anyway on grounds of 

phenomenological plausibility and fit with contemporary psychology on motivation.  
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To provide a clear counterexample, then, defenders of the new view must employ a 

certain interpretation of Twain’s text. Here are some representative quotations (emphases 

original): 

 

As the familiar case of Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn shows, an act can 

have moral worth even if it is performed in the belief that it is wrong. 

(Markovits 2010, p.208) 

 

[M]y point is not simply that Huckleberry does not have the belief that his 

action is moral on his mind when he acts. He does not have the belief that 

what he does is right anywhere in his head. (Arpaly 2002, p.229) 

 

This is an interpretation on which Huck fully believes that his act is wrong, where this 

precludes his also believing that it is right. On this interpretation, he has no subpersonal 

grasp of his act’s rightness; he has no belief in its rightness “anywhere in his head”. This 

phrase is not just a rhetorical flourish. For the example of Huckleberry Finn to be a clear 

counterexample to the Kantian view, it is crucial for defenders of the new view to 

emphasize – as, indeed, they do – that Huck has no idea whatsoever that his act is right. 

 

But this means that Huck’s position with respect to the rightness of his act is like the 

dancer’s position with respect to her dance’s being a perfect semaphore rendition of 

Gray’s Elegy. He does not mean to act rightly, nor does he believe, or even have a vague 

inkling, that his activity might constitute doing what’s morally right. Were he to learn 

that his act is morally right, he would be astonished. 

 

Indeed, if anything, Huck Finn is doing worse than the dancer. She presumably has not 

even considered the possibility that her dance is a perfect semaphore rendition of Gray’s 

Elegy. But at least she has not actively considered this possibility and explicitly ruled it 

out. Huck, by contrast, has considered the moral status of his act, and is fully convinced 
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that it is wrong. So he does not simply lack a belief about his act’s rightness: he has a false 

belief. To make my examples more closely analogous to Huck’s case, then, we would 

have to stipulate that the agents are explicitly convinced that their acts lack the relevant 

properties. But this would only make it seem clearer that they accidentally perform acts 

with the relevant properties. For instance, if Vincent is fully convinced that his island is 

utterly devoid of treasure, and thus that by digging in his chosen spot he will definitely 

not unearth buried treasure, then it seems particularly clear that when he in fact unearths 

buried treasure, he does so only accidentally. Parallel remarks apply to the other cases. 

 

If we are going to say such things about these other agents, then we should say them 

about Huck Finn, too. To wit: if Huck Finn is fully convinced that his helping Jim to escape 

is morally wrong, and he has no idea that it is in fact morally right – if he does not have 

the belief that his act is right “anywhere in his head” – then, in helping Jim to escape, he 

accidentally does the right thing. 

 

But we are granting to defenders of the new view the assumption that Huck is motivated 

by what is, in fact, the right-making feature of his act (in light of some background 

conditions). And we are also taking for granted the shared assumption that an action 

lacks moral worth if it is a case of someone’s accidentally doing the right thing. So, this 

argument shows that being motivated to do the right thing by the feature that makes it 

right is insufficient for moral worth. In other words, it shows that the new view is false. 

 

 

3. Where did the new view go wrong? 

 

I have argued that the new view of moral worth – the view that an action has moral worth 

if its agent was motivated to do the right thing by the features that make it right – is false. 
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This view cannot be squared with the idea that an action lacks moral worth if it is a case 

of someone’s accidentally doing the right thing. The construal of the terms “accident” 

and “accidental” that we must accept to render this idea consistent with the new view is 

an implausible construal that flies in the face of ordinary intuitions about the extension 

of these terms. 

 

But some brilliant philosophers have defended the new view. So what went wrong? 

 

As discussed in §2.1, there is a notable lack of clarity in the existing literature about what 

moral worth is. I suspect that this lack of clarity has led us astray. Recall the glosses on 

the concept of moral worth that I criticized earlier: they were put in terms of an act’s 

“reflecting well” on an agent’s character, or “speaking well” of her, or of her being led to 

perform the right act by a good motivation. I argued earlier that none of these glosses 

captures what Kant had in mind when he complained of the “precarious” connection 

between an agent’s motivation and her act’s rightness that characterizes a right act 

without moral worth. Nonetheless, I think, the glosses are getting at something.  

 

What they are getting at is the close connection between moral worth and praiseworthiness. 

Not just any old kind of praiseworthiness confers moral worth on actions – this was one 

of the lessons of §2.1. But there is still an important connection between moral worth and 

a particular kind of praiseworthiness. When someone performs an act with moral worth, 

she is praiseworthy for acting rightly, whereas if someone’s act is morally right but lacks 

moral worth, then she is not praiseworthy for acting rightly. (One might wonder why 

there is this connection between two good things about an agent and her act. I offer my 

explanation of the connection in §4.) 
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This connection between performing an act with moral worth and being praiseworthy 

for acting rightly is widely presupposed in the contemporary literature, both by 

defenders of the new view and defenders of the Kantian view. For example, Arpaly spells 

out her account of moral worth without actually using the phrase “moral worth”, instead 

writing about what it takes to be praiseworthy for doing the right thing: her account is 

that “for an agent to be morally praiseworthy for doing the right thing is for her to have 

done the right thing for the relevant moral reasons” (2002, p.226). To present this claim 

as an account of moral worth is to presuppose that there is a close connection between an 

act’s having moral worth and an agent’s being morally praiseworthy for doing the right 

thing. Similarly, Sliwa notes that an agent “seems praiseworthy for doing the right thing” 

under precisely the circumstances in which “it’s not just a fluke that [the agent] gets it 

right” – i.e., in which she performs an act with moral worth (2015, p.19).  

 

I think that the new view goes astray here by eliding an important distinction between 

different kinds of praiseworthiness. Defenders of this view trade heavily on the intuition 

that there seems something praiseworthy about Huck Finn. That is true. There seems 

something praiseworthy about him. But notice that the popular intuition about Huck is 

not specifically that he performs an action with full moral worth. The term “moral worth” 

is not an everyday term; it is a philosophers’ term of art. Ordinary people’s positive 

reactions to Huck Finn suggest that we take there to be something good about him, but 

they leave open what exactly this good thing is. The literature on different types of 

praiseworthiness is still young, so it is worth carefully teasing and then keeping apart the 

many different species of this genus, bearing in mind that an agent may enjoy some but 

not all of them. 

 

I think that the new view elides the distinction between two distinct kinds of 

praiseworthiness: being praiseworthy for having a good character trait and being 
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praiseworthy for performing a good type of act. It also conflates being praiseworthy for 

performing an act of type T1 with being praiseworthy for performing an act of type T2, 

where the act’s being of type T2 metaphysically constitutes its being of type T1. I’ll now 

explain what I mean by this. 

 

When someone is praiseworthy for acting rightly, she is praiseworthy in virtue of a 

property of an act that she performs: its moral rightness. This is a normal sort of thing. 

We are often praiseworthy in virtue of the properties of acts that we perform. For 

example, someone can be praiseworthy for doing stuff that constitutes keeping a promise, 

or helping her sister, or buying the groceries, or making a pun. In such cases she is 

praiseworthy for performing a certain type of act. Likewise, when someone non-accidentally 

does the right thing in the manner characteristic of moral worth, she is praiseworthy for 

doing stuff that constitutes acting morally rightly. This is also a way of being 

praiseworthy for performing a certain type of act. 

 

It is important to distinguish de re and de dicto readings of the above. There are two ways 

to hear the claim that someone is praiseworthy for doing stuff that constitutes keeping a 

promise. On one reading, there is some stuff that the agent is praiseworthy for doing (de 

re), and this stuff constitutes keeping a promise. On the other reading, what the agent is 

praiseworthy for is doing stuff that constitutes keeping a promise (de dicto). These come apart. 

For example, in PROMISE-KEEPING, there is some stuff I do: financially supporting a local 

business that donates an overwhelming portion of its profits to charity. I am praiseworthy 

for doing this, since it is benevolent. And, in context, this activity constitutes keeping a 

promise. But that does not mean that I am praiseworthy for doing stuff that constitutes 
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keeping a promise (de dicto). I am not praiseworthy for keeping my promise, since I have no 

idea that I am keeping it, and thus I do so only accidentally.26 

 

I think that parallel remarks apply to Huck Finn. There is something he does: protecting 

a person. He is praiseworthy for doing this, since it is benevolent. And, in context, this 

activity constitutes acting rightly. But this does not mean that Huck is praiseworthy for 

doing stuff that constitutes acting rightly (de dicto). Huck is not praiseworthy for acting 

rightly, since he has no idea that he is doing so, and thus he does the right thing only 

accidentally. 

 

As well as being praiseworthy for performing acts of certain types, we can be 

praiseworthy for character traits. For example, the desire to be a socially responsible 

consumer is a praiseworthy character trait. So in PROMISE-KEEPING I am praiseworthy for 

this character trait. More generally, whenever someone is motivated by a right-making 

feature – for example, when she cares about making others feel good in the manner 

characteristic of kindness, or when she cares about distributing burdens and benefits on 

reasonable grounds in the manner characteristic of fairness – this is a praiseworthy 

character trait. So being motivated by a right-making feature is a way of being 

praiseworthy. 

 

If someone is praiseworthy for a character trait, then she is praiseworthy for having it just 

as long as she continues to have it, regardless of whether it manifests in her behavior 

throughout this time. (This is why, when someone praises an agent for her kindness, it is 

no objection to say “But she’s sleeping currently!”) Likewise, someone can be 

praiseworthy for performing a particular act of a certain good type even if she has no 

                                                           
26 Thanks to Yongming Han for helpful discussion of this point. 
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stable disposition to perform acts of that type, and no corresponding praiseworthy 

character trait. (If I help my sister on one occasion, I can be praiseworthy for helping her 

on this one occasion even if I  have no corresponding character trait and I usually do very 

little to help her.) So praise for having good character traits and praise for performing 

good types of act can vary independently of one another. 

 

Praiseworthy character traits do sometimes manifest in our action. When this happens, 

they often lead us to perform acts of at least one good type. In all such cases, the agent is 

praiseworthy for the character trait manifested in her act – she is praiseworthy for it just 

as long as she has it. But she may not be praiseworthy for having performed an act of the 

relevant good type. The PROMISE-KEEPING example illustrates this again. In this example, 

I am led by a praiseworthy trait (benevolence) to do something that constitutes keeping 

a promise, which is a good type of act. But I am not praiseworthy for keeping a promise, 

since I did so only accidentally. At best, I am praiseworthy (for my character trait) while 

keeping a promise, in the way that somebody can be wearing a hat while walking: these 

are simply two things that are true of me at the same time. 

 

The three cases in §2.2 illustrate this point equally well. Vincent is praiseworthy for 

wanting to honor his dead mother, and this praiseworthy motivation leads him to 

perform an act that constitutes unearthing buried treasure. But he is not praiseworthy for 

unearthing buried treasure. Likewise, even if we stipulate that Emilia and the dancer 

manifest praiseworthy character traits (of some kind) in running into the open field and 

performing the dance, this does not make them praiseworthy for luring the vampires to 

their death or for performing a semaphore rendition of Gray’s Elegy. We are not praiseworthy 

for that which we do accidentally. This holds even if we are praiseworthy for a good 

character trait that manifests in the activity that constitutes our performing an act of a 
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certain good type. That makes us praiseworthy while performing an act of a certain type. 

But it is not sufficient for being praiseworthy for performing an act of a certain type. 

 

This is where I think the new view goes wrong. Huckleberry Finn has a praiseworthy 

character trait; he cares about Jim. And this leads him to perform an act of a good type; it 

is morally right. But it does not follow that Huck is praiseworthy for performing an act 

of this type. And, in fact, he is not praiseworthy for performing an act of this type. Huck 

accidentally does the right thing, and we are not praiseworthy for that which we do 

accidentally. So, Huck lacks the particular kind of praiseworthiness that is the mark of an 

act with moral worth. Defenders of the new view think otherwise because they elide the 

distinction between praise for act-types and praise for character traits; their account of 

what it is to be praiseworthy for acting rightly is in fact just a way of being praiseworthy 

while acting rightly. 

 

More broadly, I think that defenders of the new view take there to be a much closer 

connection between praise for character traits and praise for act-types than actually 

obtains. Arpaly thinks that an agent is more praiseworthy for acting rightly, “the stronger 

the moral concern that has led to her action” (2002, p.233). Markovits does not say this, 

but does say that “morally worthy actions are the building blocks of virtue – a pattern of 

performing them makes up the life of a good person” (2010, p.203). I think that neither of 

these claims is quite correct, though they are both close to something correct. It is true 

that an agent who acts rightly and has stronger moral concern will be more praiseworthy 

overall than one who acts rightly but has weaker moral concern (under otherwise 

identical circumstances). But the first agent is not more praiseworthy for acting rightly 

than the other. She is more praiseworthy for her stronger moral concern: it is her character 

that is more praiseworthy. It is also true that morally worthy actions – or, more broadly, 

actions of good types – are among the things for which an agent can be praiseworthy, so 
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their repeated performance contributes cumulatively to an agent’s overall 

praiseworthiness. Such actions are, in this sense, “building blocks of virtue”. But they are 

not the building blocks of virtue. There are other things that contribute positively to an 

agent’s overall praiseworthiness: her character traits. And, as I have emphasized, 

praiseworthy character traits and the performance of praiseworthy actions do not 

systematically co-vary. Someone who has a praiseworthy character trait is likely to 

manifest it in her action by performing acts of good types, and is likely to have developed 

it by practicing performing acts of good types. Similarly, someone who deliberately 

performs acts of good types must have some praiseworthy character traits, since the 

motivation to perform acts of these good types, however weak, is itself a praiseworthy 

character trait. But that’s as close as the connection gets. 

 

 

4. Deliberately doing the right thing 

 

I have argued against the new view of moral worth. In this section, I will give the brief 

beginnings of a defense of one version of the Kantian view. To fully defend this view 

would take several more papers. But I will explain how this version of the Kantian view 

avoids the difficulties I have raised for the new view. 

  

Here is my view: 

  

MY VIEW: An act has moral worth just in case it is an instance of someone’s 

deliberately doing the right thing. 

  

This is a version of the Kantian view. The Kantian view says that an act has moral worth 

only if its agent was motivated to do the right thing by the very fact that it is right. I think 
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that the best way to develop this view is to take the performance of an act with moral 

worth to be a kind of achievement: the achievement of someone’s trying to act rightly and 

succeeding.27 On my view, there is a special kind of value in people’s deliberately doing 

the right thing – as when Finn from Star Wars helps Poe to escape because it’s the right 

thing to do. Such cases exhibit a kind of achievement that makes them better (in one 

respect) than cases in which people manage to do the right thing without trying, 

including cases in which the latter agents are independently praiseworthy in light of their 

good motivations. 

 

My view offers neat explanations for many of the phenomena discussed above.  

 

To begin at the beginning: it is clear, on my view, why moral worth is a status for which 

moral rightness is necessary but insufficient. Someone can deliberately do the right thing 

only if she does the right thing. This is because “deliberately φ-ing” is a success term; one 

can φ deliberately only if one does in fact φ. (This is a clearer account than that offered 

by the “speaks well” or “reflects well” glosses from §2, neither of which entails that moral 

rightness is necessary for moral worth). 

 

It is also quite easy, on my view, to account for the central claim about moral worth that 

has been the focus of this paper: that an act lacks moral worth if it is a case of someone’s 

accidentally doing the right thing. The terms “deliberate” and “accidental” are antonyms, 

and the categories to which they refer are logical contraries; if someone does something 

deliberately, then she does not do it accidentally, and vice versa. So someone’s accidentally 

doing the right thing precludes her deliberately doing the right thing. Since an act has 

                                                           
27 I think of achievements in roughly the way explicated by Bradford (2015). 
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moral worth just in case it is an instance of someone’s deliberately doing the right thing, 

someone’s accidentally doing the right thing precludes her act’s having moral worth. 

 

It is also easy, on my view, to explain the connection between performing an act with 

moral worth and being praiseworthy for acting rightly (discussed in §3). These states 

have the same precondition: the agent’s deliberately doing the right thing.  

 

This requires some spelling out. In general, we merit praise for performing an act of a 

certain good type iff we do so deliberately, where this contrasts both with what we do 

accidentally and with what we foresee that we will do but do not intend to do. This is an 

important lesson to draw from the literature on so-called “Knobe cases” (see Knobe 2003, 

2006; Knobe and Pettit 2009). This literature documents a pattern whereby experimental 

subjects describe an agent as “intentionally” bringing about a foreseen side-effect if the 

effect is bad, but deny that she intentionally brings about a foreseen side-effect if it is 

good. Knobe’s explanation for this asymmetry is that our judgments about the agent’s 

praise- or blameworthiness for bringing about the effect alter our inclination to describe 

it as intentional. This explanation is based on the observation that Knobe’s experimental 

subjects say that agents deserve a lot of blame for bad side-effects that are foreseen but 

unintended, but very little praise for good side-effects that are foreseen but unintended 

(Knobe 2006, p.193). I do not think that these people’s evaluative intuitions are mistaken 

or confused. On the contrary, their reactions highlight an asymmetry between praise and 

blame: we can be blamed for performing an act of a bad type as long as we are aware that 

our act is of that type, but we merit praise for performing an act of a good type only if we 

do so deliberately.  

 

If this is correct, it follows that we merit praise for doing the right thing only if we do so 

deliberately. For example, if Finn from Star Wars knew that it was morally right to help 
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Poe to escape, but just did it out of perverse amusement or a desire to be close to people 

whose names begin with the letter P (so he foresaw that he was acting rightly but did not 

intend to do so), then he would not merit praise for doing the right thing. Since it is also 

the case (on my view) that someone performs an act with moral worth iff she deliberately 

does the right thing, this explains the connection between being praiseworthy for acting 

rightly and performing an act with moral worth: both require that the agent does the right 

thing deliberately. 

 

There are some complications here. As we have seen, the accidental and the deliberate 

are logical contraries, but they not contradictories; someone can do an F thing neither 

deliberately nor accidentally, if she foresees that her act has property F, but does not 

choose to perform it on the basis of its F-ness. Further complications arise from the fact 

that foresight comes in degrees. There are all manner of doxastic attitudes that someone 

can take toward the fact that her act has a property that are better than having no idea 

whatsoever that it has the property. For example, she could have a vague inkling that her 

act has the property. Or she could have credence 0.2467 that it has the property. So there 

are a lots of open questions for my view concerning what to say about someone who has 

one of these intermediate attitudes toward the fact that she is acting rightly. 

 

We can settle some cases based on what I have said so far. Often, when someone takes an 

intermediate doxastic attitude toward the fact that her act is right, she does not then 

choose to perform it on the basis of its (possible) rightness. In performing the act, she is not 

trying to act rightly. In such cases the act’s rightness is foreseen to some degree, but is not 

intended. On my view, this act determinately lacks moral worth. Since it is not performed 

on the basis of its (possible) rightness, it is not an instance of someone’s deliberately doing 

the right thing. In such cases, hard questions about the degree of the agent’s foresight are 

happily irrelevant to the question of whether her act has moral worth. 
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There are other cases in which the details of an agent’s doxastic attitude toward the fact 

that her act is right can make a big difference. These are cases in which the agent chooses 

to perform the act on the basis of its (possible) rightness, though she is not sure that it is 

right. Here I think it can be unclear whether she counts as deliberately doing the right 

thing, and thus unclear whether her act has moral worth. But these cases are just instances 

of a general puzzle in philosophy of action: it is unclear what doxastic attitude someone 

must take toward the fact that her act has a certain property to count as deliberately 

performing an act with this property. This puzzle goes back at least as far as Davidson 

(1971) and Bratman (1984), and the ensuing literature on intention without belief.  

 

I am inclined to be lenient in such cases. I think that someone can deliberately perform 

an act with a certain property even if she has very little credence that her act has the 

property when she performs it, provided that performing an act with this property is 

precisely what she was trying to do all along. This is a point of disagreement between my 

account and Sliwa’s (2016) account. As mentioned above (§1), Sliwa holds that an act has 

moral worth iff the agent does it because it is right and knows that it is right. I deny the 

knowledge condition, as I do not think that knowledge of what one is doing is necessary 

in order to count as doing something deliberately. For example, consider Finn from Star 

Wars again. Does he deliberately save Poe from the First Order? Yes. But does he know that 

he is saving Poe, at the time when he does so? I think not. As a trained Stormtrooper, Finn 

is well aware of the Star Destroyer’s technological capacities. And the Destroyer is an 

extremely powerful ship: powerful enough to destroy the TIE fighter in which Finn and 

Poe escape, though in the actual movie it only damages the TIE fighter and sends them 

hurtling down onto Jakku. So Finn’s evidence does not warrant his being sufficiently 

confident of success for him to know that he is saving Poe. Nonetheless, when he does 

succeed, it would seem churlish to deny that he saved Poe deliberately. The lesson to 
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draw is that deliberately doing something F requires only minimal foresight that an act 

has property F, if performing an act with property F is precisely what one was trying to 

do all along.28 Analogously, someone’s trying to act rightly and succeeding can amount 

to her deliberately doing the right thing even if she is not at all confident that her act is 

morally right.  

 

There are other genres of puzzle case in the vicinity. As is well-recognized in the literature 

on moral worth, there is a question of what to say about agents who do the right thing 

because it’s the right thing to do, but accept a mistaken moral theory, and thus are 

mistaken about what the act’s right-making features are (cf. e.g. Arpaly 2002, p.227; Sliwa 

2016, pp.4-5). In extreme cases, in which a radically mistaken agent takes things to be her 

act’s right-making features that are totally different from its actual right-making features, 

it is natural to describe her as having hit upon the right act by accident. For example, if 

Finn thinks that it is morally right to help Poe to escape just because he once heard that 

men in leather jackets should never be kept in captivity, then it is natural to describe him 

as having hit upon the morally right act by accident. There is a related question of what 

to say about agents who aim to do the right thing and are caused by their aim do the right 

thing, but via a deviant causal chain (analogous to the climber example in Davidson 1973, 

pp.153-154). For example, someone could want to act rightly and recognize that φ-ing is 

                                                           
28 Those attracted to a certain way of thinking about the terms “accident” and “accidental” may worry about this view. 

On one way of thinking, popular in the post-Gettier literature in epistemology, non-accidentally A-ing requires 

counterfactual success: the agent must A not only in the actual world, but also in a range of nearby possible worlds. 

Those attracted to this approach may worry that my view does too little to ensure counterfactual success. If someone 

can A deliberately without knowing that she is A-ing, then what guarantees that she As in a nearby range of possible 

worlds? My answer is that there is a degree of counterfactual success built in to the concept of deliberate action. If 

someone As deliberately, then she wants to A and succeeds in A-ing by exercising her effort and skill; this differentiates 

A-ing deliberately from A-ing accidentally, with mere foresight, or as part of a deviant causal chain. But the motivation, 

effort, and skill constitutive of A-ing deliberately ensure the agent’s success in A-ing in some nearby worlds. Beyond 

this, there are no counterfactual guarantees: an agent’s success in doing what she tries to do requires a favorable set of 

surrounding circumstances, which may differ in nearby worlds. But I think this should not worry us. Whether an agent 

deserves praise for performing a good act does not depend on the successes of all her counterparts, but just on whether 

the performance counts as an achievement for her, the actual person. 
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the right thing to do but be so nervous about this prospect that she goes into convulsions, 

involuntarily performing the precise sequence of bodily movements constitutive of φ-

ing.  

 

These cases are puzzling. But, again, these puzzles are not special problems for my view 

of moral worth. They are general puzzles in the philosophy of action about what it takes 

to do something deliberately. In general, it is unclear how wrong someone can be about 

why her activity constitutes A-ing in order to count as deliberately A-ing. And it is unclear 

how best to spell out the concept of deliberate action so as to exclude deviant causal 

chains. Since my view employs the idea of doing something deliberately, it inherits these 

puzzles. But I am hopeful that the most promising general solutions, whatever they turn 

out to be, will be applicable here. Indeed, one nice feature of my view of moral worth is 

that it shows that some key puzzles about this concept are just instances of general 

puzzles about the nature of deliberate action. 

 

Here is one last perk of my view: the view provides clear and simple answers to two 

questions that have dominated the contemporary Kantian literature on moral worth. 

Much has been written on whether moral worth requires that an agent perform an act 

only because it’s the right thing to do, as opposed to performing it both because it’s right 

and for some other reason. Much has also been written on how explicitly an agent must 

consider the fact that her act is morally right, when choosing to perform it, for her action 

to have moral worth (For detailed discussion of both questions see e.g. Henson 1979; 

Herman 1981; Baron 1995, ch.4-5; Stratton-Lake 2000, ch.3-4.) My view offers simple 

answers to both questions: the action has moral worth just in case the agent counts as 

deliberately doing the right thing. This answers the first question. It is possible to do 

something for more than one reason, so it is possible to do something both because it’s 

the right thing to do and for some other reason. On my view, so long as the agent counts 
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as deliberately doing the right thing, her action has moral worth. This also answers the 

second question: an agent must consider the rightness of her act however explicitly is 

necessary to count as deliberately doing the right thing. It is perfectly possible to 

deliberately do something F without thinking furiously of the F-ness of one’s activity 

throughout the duration of this activity; one’s awareness of the F-ness can operate at the 

subpersonal level. On my view, so long as the agent’s attitude toward her act’s moral 

rightness is sufficient for her to count as deliberately doing the right thing, her action still 

has moral worth.  

 

Thus my preferred version of the Kantian view avoids the difficulties that I have raised 

for the new view. And, while the view faces puzzles of its own, these are familiar puzzles 

surrounding the idea of deliberate action, the solving of which can be allocated to 

philosophers working directly on these puzzles. I hope that this is enough to make the 

Kantian view seem worth reconsidering. 

 

 

5. Coda: Counterexamples and replies 

 

The best strategy open to defenders of the new view, in resisting my main argument, is 

to deny premise 2. They may do this by claiming that the principle is too strong and 

offering counterexamples. I am not in a position to anticipate and respond to all possible 

putative counterexamples. But I have now said enough to be in a position to survey three 

families of putative counterexamples, members of which are proposed to me quite 

frequently, and to explain my response to each of these families of putative 

counterexamples. That is what I will do in this final section. 
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First: The defender of the new view might suggest that under-confident agents provide a 

counterexample to the claim in my second premise. For example, an under-confident test 

taker may ace a test while having no idea that she is acing it – owing to her lack of 

confidence, she may believe only that she is doing moderately well. Similarly, an under-

confident basketball player may throw a three-pointer without having any idea that he is 

doing so – owing to his lack of confidence, he may strongly doubt that his throw will 

reach the hoop, and may be amazed when it does.29 

  

My response to counterexamples in this family is that, in fact, the agents do have some 

idea of what they are doing. Moreover, since acing the test and throwing the three-pointer 

is precisely what the agents were trying to do all along, they count as doing these things 

deliberately even though they had a low degree of confidence that their acts possessed 

the relevant properties. This is like the case of Finn deliberately saving Poe despite 

rationally having a low degree of confidence in his success, with the modification that, in 

cases involving under-confident agents, we stipulate that the agents’ low degree of 

confidence is irrational. Of course, the test-taker and basketball player may not report 

that they are trying to ace the test and to throw a three-pointer; since they are under-

confident, they may say that they are simply trying to do their best, or something along 

these lines. But these reports are somewhat disingenuous. When the basketball player 

sees his ball go through the hoop, he is not indifferent to this fact. He would not be equally 

happy throwing or not throwing the hoop just as long as he did his best. Rather, it is true 

that he is trying to do his best, but what he is hoping is that “his best” refers to throwing 

a three-pointer. That is what he really wants to do. 

  

                                                           
29 Thanks to Maria Lasonen-Aarnio and Nathan Howard for suggesting these examples to me. 
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These cases are unlike the case of Huck Finn. Huck does not even believe that he might 

be acting rightly. It is not the case that acting rightly is precisely what he was trying to do 

all along, though he has a low degree of confidence that he will successfully act rightly 

by helping Jim to escape. If this were the case, Huck would be motivated by the (possible) 

rightness of his act, and the Kantian view would then straightforwardly entail that his act 

has moral worth. On the contrary, the literary interpretation favored by defenders of the 

new view emphasizes that Huck is not trying to act rightly. He is fully convinced that it 

would be morally right to turn Jim in, but he disregards this and helps Jim to escape 

anyway. There are versions of the test-taker and basketball player cases that are like this. 

For example, in school I deliberately under-performed in tests, so as to keep a low profile 

and thereby avoid bullying. I would figure out the correct answers, and then write other 

answers, or leave the question blank and draw pictures of penguins. If it had turned out 

that the answers that I thought were correct were incorrect, and that the answers that I 

wrote instead were correct (or that pictures of penguins were somehow correct), then I 

would have accidentally aced the test while trying to fail it. This is closer to Huck’s case 

than the under-confident test taker, who is still trying to ace the test. But I am clearly not 

praiseworthy for acing the test in this case. 

  

A second family of putative counterexamples to my premise center around conceptual 

truths. For example, suppose that somebody deliberately takes another person’s bag 

without permission, and we accost her for stealing the bag. It seems odd for her to say, 

“Oh, I'm sorry! I knew that I was taking another person’s bag without permission, but I 

didn’t know that this constitutes stealing. So I guess I accidentally stole your bag!” 

Similarly, if a gardener deliberately prunes some hedges but does not possess the concept 

HORTICULTURE, it would be odd to say that he accidentally engaged in horticulture. Yet the 

thief professes to have no idea that her act is an instance of stealing, and the gardener, 
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lacking the concept HORTICULTURE, has no idea that his actions are instances of engaging 

in horticulture.30 

  

My response to counterexamples in this family is to deny that the agents have no idea 

that their acts possess the relevant properties. They know full well that their acts possess 

the relevant properties. They simply lack or misunderstand some concepts by means of 

which we may refer to the relevant properties. But they are fully competent with other 

concepts by means of which we may refer to the properties. And, using those concepts, 

they predicate the properties of their acts: the thief cheerfully acknowledges that she is 

taking another person’s bag without permission, and the gardener presumably knows 

that he is gardening. But it is a conceptual truth that stealing is taking another person’s 

bag without permission, and it is a conceptual truth that horticulture is gardening. These 

are just different ways of referring to individual properties. So, these agents are still able 

to refer to the target properties and to predicate them of their actions. And this is precisely 

what they do. They would not recognize some descriptions of the properties as applying 

to their actions, but that is immaterial. Their confusion is conceptual, not metaphysical – 

it is about which terms refer to which properties, rather than about which properties their 

acts possess. 

  

These cases are also unlike the case of Huck Finn. He does not predicate the property of 

moral rightness of his act, using other concepts than the concept MORALLY RIGHT. On the 

contrary, he does not recognize that his act instantiates this property at all. His confusion 

is metaphysical, not conceptual – it is about which properties his act possesses. We need 

to be careful here, because it is natural to say both that the thief knows that her act 

possesses a property (taking another person’s bag without permission) that constitutes 

                                                           
30 Thanks to John Schwenkler and Brendan Balcerak Jackson for suggesting these examples to me. 
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stealing, and that Huck knows that his act possesses a property (protecting a person) that 

makes it right. This might make it seem that the cases are on a par. But they are not. We 

must be careful with words like “constitutes”, which are ambiguous between different 

metaphysical relationships. The property that the thief predicates of her action is the 

property of stealing; it is a conceptual matter that this is what stealing is. The descriptions 

“stealing” and “taking another person’s stuff without permission” are just two terms for 

a single property. But the property that Huck predicates of his act is not the property of 

moral rightness. Rather, it is a lower-order property that bears a metaphysical 

relationship – the “makes it the case” relationship – to the fact that his act possesses the 

further property of moral rightness. And he has no idea about this metaphysical 

relationship. So, unlike the thief and the gardener, Huck has no idea that his act possesses 

the property of moral rightness under any description. 

  

I acknowledge that it can be very difficult to distinguish between the metaphysical 

relationship that obtains when two concepts refer to a single property, and that which 

obtains when two concepts refer to distinct properties such that the lower-order one 

makes it the case that the higher-order one obtains. But there are ways of doing this. Here 

is how we can tell that it is not a conceptual truth that the property that motivates Huck 

makes it morally right: people who are fully competent with the concept of moral 

rightness disagree about whether this property is or is not a right-making feature. Their 

disagreement is substantive moral disagreement. It is not indicative of conceptual 

confusion. By contrast, the thief fails to recognize that her act is an instance of stealing 

only because of conceptual confusion, and the gardener fails to recognize that she is 

engaging in horticulture only because she does not possess the concept HORTICULTURE. 

  

With the foregoing in mind, here is a test we can employ to determine when it is 

appropriate to say that someone has an idea that she is doing an F thing, using a 
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description of property F that she herself would not recognize as applying to her action 

(call this description “the target description”). First, take all the descriptions that the 

agent does recognizes as referring to properties of her action. Then, suppose that someone 

competent with all concepts in the target description was given all of this information 

about the agent’s action. If the person competent with the concepts in the target 

description could infer, just from her conceptual knowledge plus the information that the 

agent recognizes, that the agent’s action has property F considered under the target 

description, then it is appropriate to say that the agent does have an idea that she is doing 

an F thing, describing property F with the target description. If the agent’s understanding 

of the nature of her act plus full competence with the concepts in the target description 

would be enough to recognize this description’s application to her act, then the agent’s 

ignorance is merely conceptual rather than metaphysical. 

  

A third family of putative counterexamples, and the last one that I will discuss here, 

concerns descriptions of the precise physical execution of skillful actions. For example, return 

to the case of the basketballer. Perhaps, in throwing his three-pointer, the basketballer 

bends his knees at a certain precise angle – say, 68 degrees. He may well have no idea 

that he is bending his knees at this particular angle. But it seems odd to say that he 

accidentally bent his knees at this particular angle. Similarly, a virtuoso violinist may press 

down on the strings of her violin with a certain amount of force, but may never have 

given this fact a moment’s thought. It seems natural to say that she has no idea that she 

is pressing down on the strings with this exact amount of force. But it seems strange to 

say that she does so accidentally.31 

  

                                                           
31 Thanks to Jim Conant and Brian Weatherson for suggesting these examples to me. 
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My response to counterexamples in this family is to divide them in two. I think that a 

skillful agent really does have an idea of some aspects of the precise manner in which she 

physically executes her activity, and she does not act in the relevant ways accidentally. 

But I think that the skillful agent may really have no idea of some other aspects of the 

precise manner in which she physically executes her activity, and these really are 

accidental – indeed, I think it is unclear whether we should describe the agent as doing 

these things.  

  

The previous point about different ways of referring to a single property can help here. 

When thinking of the physical execution of tasks that we perform skillfully, we may be 

able to refer to some aspects of the precise manner in which we perform this activity by 

simple ostension. The basketballer may think of the angle of his knees by thinking that 

he is bending his knees “this way”. And the violinist may think of herself as pressing 

down on the strings “like so”. In context, these descriptions refer to a 68-degree angle and 

a certain amount of force. Unfortunately, we cannot apply my test of conceptually 

competent speakers in these cases, since “this way” and “like so” are directly referring 

expressions which have no content independent of context. But I think it is nonetheless 

plausible that these skillful agents directly refer to certain facts about the precise physical 

execution of their actions by ostension. Moreover, since one need not think furiously of 

the fact that one is performing an act with a certain property in order to deliberately 

perform an act with this property, the basketballer and the violinist need not furiously 

ostend the physical manner in which they perform their actions in order to deliberately 

perform them in this manner. Their direct, ostend-able awareness of the precise physical 

manner in which they are performing their actions can operate at the subpersonal level. 

  

Nonetheless, ostension is tricky, and it is frequently unclear what exactly an agent 

ostends. There may be aspects of the physical execution of her action on which the agent 
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has no grasp whatsoever. For instance, the violinist may have no grasp on physical facts 

about how the muscle fibers within her arms are moving in order to enable her to press 

down on the strings with a certain amount of force. At bottom, she certainly has no grasp 

of the microphysical facts about the subatomic particles that make up her arm and what 

they are doing. So it may be that she really has no idea that the muscle fibers within her 

arms are moving in a certain way, or that the subatomic particles have a certain speed 

and location; there is no description at all, not even one involving ostension, under which 

she would recognize that this is happening. In that case, I am inclined to say that the 

movement of her muscle fibers and the activity of the subatomic particles is accidental. I 

fully acknowledge that this still sounds a bit strange. But it is noteworthy that it sounds 

even more strange to say that she deliberately moves the muscle fibers in her arms or the 

subatomic particles constituting them, given that she has no awareness of any kind that 

this is occurring. And it is plainly false to say that she foresees that she is moving the 

muscle fibers or subatomic particles in the relevant way, but does not intend to do so. 

None of these descriptions sounds good. I think that this is because we should not even 

think of the movement of the muscle fibers in her arms or of the subatomic particles as 

something that the agent does. These are rather facts about how what she does is 

physically realized in the world. 

  

The case of Huck Finn is not like these cases, either. Moral rightness is not a property 

pertaining to the precise physical details of the movements of his limbs whereby Huck 

helps Jim to escape. It is a property whose instantiation is made the case by the properties 

that Huck has in mind, rather than a property whose instantiation makes it the case that 

he performs an act with the properties that he has in mind. Huck moves his body in a 

certain physical way, thereby protects Jim, and thereby acts rightly. So, tricky questions 

about whether his moving his body in a certain way is accidental, deliberate, or foreseen 

but unintended do not tell us anything about whether it is accidental, deliberate, or 
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foreseen but unintended that he performs an act with the higher-order properties of 

protecting Jim and moral rightness. Whatever is the correct story to tell about an agent’s 

relationship to the lower-order properties pertaining to the physical execution of that 

which does deliberately, there is no reason to expect this to be the same as the correct 

story to tell about an agent's relationship to the higher-order properties that are made the 

case by that which does deliberately. So I am not worried by this family of putative 

counterexamples. 

 

Most of the putative counterexamples to my second premise that I have so far been 

offered fall into one of the three categories just discussed. This is, of course, not an 

exhaustive list of all putative counterexamples. But I hope that I have said enough to 

enable the reader to construct similar responses to other putative counterexamples on my 

behalf. 

 

Here is where this leaves the dialectic between the Kantian and new views. The new view 

offers the case of Huck Finn as a case in which someone performs an act with moral worth 

but does not do the right thing because it is right, and thus a counterexample to the 

Kantian view. I have suggested that the case of Huck Finn is in fact a case of someone’s 

merely accidentally doing the right thing, and thus not a case of an act with moral worth, 

and thus not a counterexample to the Kantian view at all. The defender of the new view 

will want to resist my claim that Huck accidentally does the right thing. Since they hold 

that he has no idea that his act is morally right, they must argue that it is not the case that 

someone accidentally does an F thing if she has no idea that her act has property F when 

she performs it. I have surveyed three ways to resist this claim, using three types of 

putative counterexample. I have argued that these families of counterexample all fail, and 

that none of them are very close to the case of Huck Finn anyway. It now falls to the 

defender of the new view to find some other way of resisting my main argument. 
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Concluding Remarks 
 

 

 

In the preceding papers I argued that motivation by rightness de dicto is just as 

praiseworthy as motivation by rightness de re, that the fact that an act is morally right is 

a genuine objective normative reason to perform it, and that someone's trying to act 

rightly is necessary for her to count as deliberately doing the right thing, which is in turn 

necessary for her to be praiseworthy for doing the right thing and to perform acts with 

full moral worth. Together, these papers form part of the case in favor of the sort of 

explicitly moral motivation that I described in the introduction to this Dissertation. The 

full case will take several more papers, and will require exploring some new topics. Here 

is a summary of the directions in which I would like to take this project in future work. 

  

One central question concerns what exactly an agent must have “in her head”, to 

paraphrase the quotation from Arpaly discussed in the last paper, in order to count as 

being motivated to act rightly. I do not think that being motivated by a right-making 

feature is sufficient for someone to count as being motivated to act rightly; someone can 

be intrinsically motivated by a right-making feature while having no idea of, and being 

indifferent to, the fact that this feature is morally significant, so this is clearly not the sort 

of explicitly moral motivation that I have in mind. But I do hold that there are ways of 

being motivated to act rightly that do not involve the agent thinking of what she is doing 

under the concept MORALLY RIGHT. Moral rightness is a property, to which our attitudes 

may refer. Like other properties, it is possible to refer to moral rightness under some 

different descriptions. As I discuss in the first paper, I think it is plausible that the concept 
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of moral rightness is a cluster concept, and that there are a variety of conceptual 

connections between the concept of rightness and other normative concepts such that 

someone must grasp sufficiently many of these connections (which may be a vague 

matter) in order to count as referring to the property of moral rightness with her terms 

“rightness” and “right”. The interesting questions concern how many and which of these 

connections one must grasp in order to count as being motivated to act rightly, and 

whether there is anything else someone could have in her head that would also count as 

being motivated to act rightly. 

  

In this vein, one possibility that I intend to explore is the possibility that wanting to strike 

the right balance between multiple morally significant things that one sees are at stake, or 

to respond appropriately to the fact that they are all at stake and are important to different 

degrees, is a way of being motivated to act rightly. The property of moral rightness is the 

property that an act has when it strikes the right balance between all the morally 

significant things at stake in the agent’s situation, constituting an appropriate response 

to the fact that these things are at stake and are important to different degrees. So, it seems 

plausible that wanting to strike the right balance or to respond appropriately to the many 

morally significant things at stake is a way of wanting to act rightly; it is something that 

can be in an agent’s head that is sufficient for her to count as wanting to act rightly. I find 

this promising because I think that it is an empirically observable fact that ordinary 

people who face morally charged situations often respond by deliberating about which 

of the things at stake is most important, what relationships these things bear to one 

another, and so on. We do not typically respond to moral conflict by shrugging our 

shoulders and using a coin-flip or some other randomizing device in order to decide what 

to do. I think that this is because, in addition to caring about the particular morally 

significant things at stake, we care about striking the right balance between them. Given 

the conceptual connections just described, this is itself a species of trying to act rightly. It 



143 

is not quite motivation by rightness de dicto, since the agent's motivation need not include 

the concept MORALLY RIGHT. But it is a motivation that has as its object the property that 

in fact is the property of moral rightness. I am interested in this possibility because it 

would show that the kind of moral motivation that I defend is much more widespread, 

and much less odd, than some of its detractors suggest. 

  

In this connection am also interested in the possibility that there is a characteristic 

phenomenology associated with moral motivation. This idea is offered in a much more 

tentative spirit. My sense is that there is a certain character to the experience of seeing a 

consideration as calling for a certain response morally – seeing it as a moral reason – which 

unifies moral experience but differs from the character of the experience of seeing a 

consideration as calling for a response on, say, prudential or epistemic or aesthetic 

grounds. I suspect that this characteristic experience, to the extent that it is unified across 

cases of recognizing a certain course of action as called for on moral grounds, helps young 

children to initially grasp the concept of moral rightness. If this is correct, then it suggests 

a very different kind of way in which someone might count as motivated to act rightly: 

she might come to recall and to recognize the distinctive character of moral experience, 

after repeated experiences of this sort, and then think that she wants to perform actions 

like that. This might be a way to directly refer to the property of moral rightness. If that 

is correct, then someone may count as being motivated to act rightly with only a very 

minimal degree of cognitive and conceptual sophistication. I am not sure whether this 

idea works, but it is one that I am interested in exploring. 

  

Another set of questions concerns the distinctions I have drawn between the many ways 

in which an agent can be morally praiseworthy or blameworthy, and the ways in which 

they go together or come apart. I am particularly interested in further exploring the 

question, raised in the first paper, of what to say about agents who are well-meaning but 
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morally mistaken – who are motivated by a moral feature de dicto but not de re, as they 

are mistaken about what this feature consists in. I noted there that we may say that 

someone's motivation is still praiseworthy even if her wrongful action and her false moral 

belief are blameworthy. But I did not address the question of when moral ignorance is 

itself blameworthy. This is a huge question, about which there is a huge literature. The 

contemporary literature is divided between extreme positions: there is a position 

informed by the voluntarist approach to thinking about moral responsibility, according 

to which people are almost never blameworthy for moral ignorance, and there is a position 

informed by the quality-of-will approach to thinking about moral responsibility, 

according to which people are always blameworthy for moral ignorance. I think that this 

second position rests on a misunderstanding of the quality-of-will view’s implications, 

among both its detractors and its proponents. The idea is supposed to be that moral 

ignorance is always blameworthy because it manifests a failure to care adequately about 

what is morally significant. But, I maintain, moral ignorance does not always manifest a 

failure to care adequately about what is morally significant. Sometimes it does reflect 

such a failure – motivated ignorance is sadly widespread. But there are also lots of real-

life cases in which the delicacy and complexity of the moral truth ensure that even 

someone who cares far more than “adequately” about all morally significant features of 

her situation can be mistaken about what response they call for. In these cases, I maintain, 

the agent's moral ignorance is not blameworthy, as it does not manifest a failure to care 

adequately. Reflection on these cases can also help us to think about what it is to care 

adequately. I will argue for all of this in a future paper. 

 

The third paper of my dissertation distinguished two ways for an agent to be 

praiseworthy: someone can be praiseworthy for deliberately performing an action of a 

good type, or she can be praiseworthy for having a character trait. I would like to explore 

this distinction in more detail in future work. I think that it captures a sense in which both 
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voluntarist and quality-of-will approaches to thinking about moral responsibility are on 

to something. In short, I think that we deserve moral credit both for what we deliberately 

do or cultivate and for the quality of our will. I think that these are genuinely two 

independent ways of being praiseworthy, neither of which is reducible to the other. But 

they are interrelated in important ways. First, the quality of our will is rarely something 

that is innate or wholly the product of cultural conditioning; it often is itself something 

that we have deliberately cultivated. So, while someone is directly praiseworthy for her 

good will, she may also be praiseworthy for having successfully cultivated it. Second, 

someone’s deliberately performing an act of a certain good type typically requires her to 

have a certain quality of will. If the argument of my third paper is correct, one can 

deliberately perform an act of a good type only if one was trying to perform an act of this 

type, which requires wanting to perform an act of this type. And wanting to perform a 

good type of act is itself a praiseworthy motivation – a form of good will. So, while 

someone is directly praiseworthy for having deliberately performed a good type of act, 

the fact that she was trying to perform this type of act (de dicto) may also be a character 

trait that is praiseworthy in and of itself. I intend to further explore these two types of 

praiseworthiness and the relationships between them in future work. 

  

I also intend to further defend the idea that it is morally praiseworthy to try to perform 

acts with positive moral features, whether or not one succeeds (though it may be more 

praiseworthy overall to try and succeed than to try and fail). In this vein I intend to write 

a response to a recent paper by Berislav Marušić arguing that thinking of oneself merely 

as trying to φ, rather than thinking of oneself as φ-ing, can exhibit a kind of bad faith. 

Marušić argues that merely promising to try to φ rather than to φ, when it is “entirely up 

to us” to φ, is wrong because it “hides a possible choice under the veil of our susceptibility 

to circumstances beyond our control” (2017, p.249). I agree with this as a claim about 

cases in which it is entirely up to us whether to φ; that is to say, in which we know exactly 
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what it would take to φ and nothing prevents us from taking these steps. But I think that 

few real-life cases are like this. And I think that it exhibits a praiseworthy kind of humility 

and honesty about one’s chances of success to merely promise to try to φ, and to think of 

oneself as trying to φ rather than as φ-ing, when there are salient obstacles that may 

prevent one from φ-ing. This is particularly so, I think, when one faces salient epistemic 

obstacles: when it is unclear whether one knows or will know exactly what it would take 

to φ. For instance, it is appropriate for parents to ask their child to promise to try their 

hardest to spell all the words correctly in a difficult spelling bee, but it would be weird 

(and inappropriately sensitive to the salient epistemic obstacles) for them to ask the child 

to promise to spell all the words correctly. I also think that, when it comes to acting 

morally rightly – or to acting fairly, or kindly, or to promoting well-being, or etc. – there 

are always salient epistemic obstacles. It is always unclear whether we know what it takes 

to perform acts with any of these positive moral features. Hence, in the moral case, it is 

always appropriate to think of ourselves as trying. 

  

Most of the paper topics just discussed are in some way related to the phenomenon of 

moral uncertainty: wanting to perform acts with some positive moral feature, but being 

uncertain as to precisely what it is for acts to have this feature, and thus being uncertain 

which acts have this feature. I am very interested in the question of what exactly trying 

to act rightly amounts to for agents with a high degree of moral uncertainty. If someone 

thinks that she knows what the right thing to do is, or at least thinks that she has a pretty 

good guess, then she can choose to do it because it's the right thing to do. But if someone is 

too morally uncertain to see any of her options as a good moral guess, and yet she wants 

to act rightly, then it is unclear what she should do. In this vein I am particularly 

interested in the debate between internalist and externalist ways of thinking about moral 

uncertainty. Very roughly, internalist responses are those that see an agent’s moral 

uncertainty as itself morally relevant, such that what morally uncertain agents should do 
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differs from what morally certain agents should do, whereas externalist responses deny 

this. There are a variety of internalist positions, each corresponding to a different 

decision-rule that takes account of an agent’s credences in moral theories when 

identifying a choice-set from among her available actions. I am sympathetic to the 

internalist approach. I am particularly interested in a curious problem for internalists: the 

problem lies in adapting internalist decision-rules to take account of a kind of meta-level 

uncertainty about whether the internalist approach is, indeed, correct. It turns out to be 

quite difficult for internalists to satisfactorily take account of the possibility that 

externalism is true. I explore this problem in another paper. 

 

Lastly, I am interested in further exploring the picture of moral metaphysics that I sketch 

in the first paper and spell out in more detail in the second paper: the view that I call the 

“share the weight” view. There are a lot of unanswered questions that a full defense of 

this view would have to answer. One concerns how to draw the boundaries around facts 

in a metaphysical hierarchy to distinguish those that share a particular “chunk” of 

normative weight from those that do not. Intuitively, not all of the facts in any given 

hierarchy are reasons: some are too low-down, so to speak, while others are too high-up. 

For instance, facts about the speed and location of fundamental physical particles may 

appear at the very bottom of all metaphysical hierarchies (if moral naturalism is true), 

but intuitively these facts are not reasons. Similarly, the fact that an act is morally right 

makes true all possible disjunctions with the fact that the act is morally right as one 

disjunct: the fact that the act is morally right or fluffy, the fact that the act is morally right 

or I am wearing a hat, and so on. But, intuitively, these facts are not reasons. I think that, 

properly understood, the task of drawing the boundaries around chunks of normative 

weight just is the task of doing first-order normative ethics: in figuring out which things 

count morally in favor of which responses, and which of them bear metaphysical 

relationships to one another such that their normative weight is shared, we are 
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identifying the first-order normative facts. But this does not mean that there are no useful 

general tests we can employ to see where the boundaries lie. I think that there are two 

tests, each of which I briefly mention in the second paper. We can imagine an agent 

motivated to perform an act by a certain fact, and can ask ourselves whether this elicits 

the response characteristic of mismatch between an agent’s motivating and normative 

reasons. We also can imagine that someone learns one fact about an act and nothing else, 

and can ask ourselves whether this intuitively alters her normative situation (as in the 

example of the big red button). Again, this is something that I would like to explore 

further in future work. 

 

Another significant unanswered question for the “share the weight” view concerns what 

to say about the difference between moral reasons and other types of reasons. I have 

argued that an act’s moral rightness is a reason to perform it. Presumably, it is a moral 

reason. Nonetheless, an act’s moral rightness may also be a reason of another kind. For 

instance, if I am going to be paid $100 for each morally right act that I perform, then an 

act’s rightness may be a prudential reason to perform it. And if I find the performance of 

morally right acts stunningly beautiful, then the fact that an act is morally right may be 

an aesthetic reason to perform it. It is unclear what exactly this difference between 

different types of reasons amounts to. As I see it, there are two main possibilities. One is 

that there are different types of normative weight, each corresponding to a different type 

of reason: moral weight, prudential weight, aesthetic weight, and so on. To the extent that 

there are differences between experiencing a consideration as calling morally for a certain 

response and experiencing it as calling for a response in these other ways, these 

differences in the character of our normative experience might support the idea that there 

are different types of normative weight. The second possibility is that there is just one 

type of normative weight, and the differences between different types of reasons stem 

from differences in the nature of the facts that they make the case – that are, so to speak, 
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the “top fact” in a hierarchy sharing a particular chunk of normative weight. On this 

second possibility, moral reasons are those that occur in hierarchies whose top fact is a 

moral fact, whereas epistemic reasons are those that occur in hierarchies whose top fact 

is an epistemic fact, and so on. To the extent that we are able to commensurate and 

compare the strength of different types of normative reason, this commensurability might 

support the idea that there is just one type of normative weight. I am not yet sure which 

of these ideas I prefer. Figuring this out, then, is another task for future work. 

 

In sum, there is clearly a great deal more to be done to develop the research program that 

begins with this Dissertation. Nonetheless, I hope that my work so far has already gone 

some way toward rehabilitating the status of explicitly moral motivation in the eyes of 

contemporary ethicists and metaethicists. I look forward to praising explicit moral effort 

and discussing the nature of moral achievement for many years to come.  
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