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1. Introduction 

 
In this paper I argue that the moral rightness of an act is a reason to perform it. 

 

When I say “reason”, I mean an objective normative reason. The fact that an act is morally right is a reason 

to perform the act – it counts in favor of performing it – regardless of whether anyone is aware that the act 

is right, and regardless of whether anyone is motivated to perform the act by the fact that it is right. 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 the island is beautiful, and regardless of whether anyone is motivated to visit 

the island by the fact that it is beautiful.  

 

When I say “moral rightness” (or just “rightness”), I mean the property of being required by the true first-

order moral theory. I remain largely neutral as to what the true first-order moral theory is,1 though in §2.4 

I argue that the viability of the view I oppose – the view that an act’s rightness is not a reason to perform it 

– varies drastically depending on what we assume about how many things there are that can make acts 

right, and about what kind of metaphysical relationship holds between these things and moral rightness.  

 

I 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, as opposed to 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.  

 

The view that an act’s moral rightness is not a reason to perform it is one-half of a view about rightness that 

is often called “buck-passing”. Buck-passing is a familiar move in metanormative theory. In general, to 

“pass the buck” with respect to some moral property M is to make two claims about this property: first, 

that the fact that something is 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.  

 

This move is often made with respect to goodness (see e.g. Scanlon 1998, Parfit 2001, Olson 2004, Suikkanen 

2004, Stratton-Lake and Hooker 2006, Skorupski 2007 for defenses, and see e.g. Rabinowicz and Rønnow-

Rasmussen 2004, Crisp 2005, Väyrynen 2006, Liao 2009, Gregory 2014 for criticisms). Here’s how it works. 

One might think that an object’s goodness is a reason for action; for instance, it might be a reason to acquire 

or engage with the object. But a buck-passer about goodness denies this. She claims that goodness is a 

positive status that objects have in virtue of our reasons for action, but that the object’s goodness itself is not 

a reason. Rather, she claims, our reasons are the features that the object’s goodness consists in. For example, 

suppose that the goodness of a curry consists in its being spicy, warm, and nourishing. A buck-passer about 

goodness will say that it is these lower-order properties, rather than the goodness of the curry, that are 

                                                           
1 Nobody in this literature is completely neutral between first-order moral theories, since we assume that some acts are 

morally required, and there are moral theories that entail that no acts are required (e.g. Norcross 2006). We also assume 

that the error theory is false. For present purposes I will help myself to these assumptions. 
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reasons to eat it. This view is called “buck-passing” because it “passes 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 (see especially Dancy 2000, Stratton-

Lake 2003; cf. Darwall 2010, Bedke 2011). Here’s how it works. One might think that an act’s rightness is a 

reason for action; here I focus on the claim that an act’s rightness is a reason to perform it, but it could also 

be a reason to encourage others to perform it, to rebuke them for failing to perform it, etc. But a buck-passer 

about rightness denies all of this.2 She claims that rightness is a positive status that acts have in virtue of our 

reasons for action, but that the act’s rightness itself is not a reason. Rather, she claims, our reasons are the 

features that an act’s rightness consists in.  For example, an act’s rightness may consist in its being honest, 

just, or fair, or in its being the keeping of a promise, or producing the maximum possible balance of pleasure 

over pain, or being such that the universalization of its non-performance leads to a contradiction either in 

conception or in the will. The buck-passer’s claim is that whatever these “right-making features” of an act 

are, it is they that are the reasons to perform the act. The rightness of the act is not itself a reason. 

 

I think buck-passers are mistaken in denying that the moral rightness of an act is a reason to perform it. An 

act’s moral rightness is a reason to perform it. But I also think that accepting this does not force us to deny 

that an act’s right-making features are reasons to perform it. We can and should say that both an act’s right-

making features and its rightness are reasons to perform it. We can have our buck and pass it, too. 

 

To be clear: I accept that an act’s right-making features are reasons to perform the act. This is an important 

point of agreement between buck-passers and me. But this hardly makes me a buck-passer. Buck-passers 

about a moral property M usually see the claim that M is not a reason for action as a central and attractive 

component of their view. And I happily assert that an act’s rightness is a reason to perform it. So I am not 

a buck-passer about rightness, at least as this view is commonly understood.3 

 

The question of whether the rightness of an act is a reason to perform it is a substantive question. The claim 

that rightness cannot be a reason for action is 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 cannot attain the relevant positive status. Thus buck-

passing is used to denigrate agents who are motivated by rightness de dicto. For instance, Markovits (2010, 

pp.207) offers an argument of this form regarding moral worth, and Shoemaker (2007, pp.88) offers an 

argument of this form regarding membership of the moral community. If, in fact, an act’s 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 I defend is correct, it shows that a family of criticisms of agents who do the right thing 

because it’s right are based on unsound arguments. 

 

2. We can have our buck and pass it, too 

 

                                                           
2 It is possible to deny only part of this, and thus to be only a partial buck-passer with respect to rightness. Darwall and 

Bedke’s views are partial buck-passing views, so construed (thanks to Bedke for clarifying this for me). A partial buck-

passer who accepts that an act’s rightness is a reason to perform it escapes my criticism here. 
3 Here cf. Schroeder (2009), who separates “positive” and “negative” buck-passing theses. Like me, Schroeder thinks 

that we can accept the positive thesis without the negative. 
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2.1. A simple argument  
 

The question whether the rightness of an act is a reason to perform it is a question about reasons. So, to 

answer it, we need to know what reasons are. This is a hugely contentious topic in metanormative theory. 

Fortunately, though, there is near-universal consensus on one basic definition of “reason”, as follows: 

  

REASON def : A reason to φ is a consideration that counts in favor of φ-ing. 

 
Three clarifications about the definition are in order. First, it is supposed to be fully general, applying when 

any activity or attitude is substituted for ‘φ’. For example, a reason for believing that I have legs is a 

consideration that counts in favor of believing that I have legs, while a reason for dancing the tango is a 

consideration that counts in favor of dancing the tango. Second, the orthodox assumption (mentioned in 

§1) is that a “consideration” is just a fact of some sort.4 There are no general restrictions on what sorts of 

facts can be reasons, though there are many vexed disputes as to which facts are of the “wrong kind” to be 

reasons for particular acts or attitudes. Third, the “counts in favor of” locution is typically left unanalyzed. 

In this paper there is very little that I need to assume about the nature of the counting-in-favor-of relation, 

so I too will say very little about it, trusting that the reader is sufficiently familiar with this relation from 

everyday life to intuitively assess the claims I will make about it. While I will later emphasize an important 

difference between what counts in favor of performing an act and what we should count in favor of performing 

the act in a particular conversational context, I will do this while assuming as little as possible about the 

nature of the counting-in-favor of relation. 

 

 With these clarifications duly noted, here is a very simple argument for my thesis: 

  

1. A reason to perform an act is a consideration that counts in favor of performing it. 

2. The rightness of an act is a consideration that counts in favor of performing it. 

3. Therefore, the rightness of an act is a reason to perform it. 

  

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 definition of “reason”. And the argument 

is clearly valid. This means that its conclusion turns on the truth of its second premise. So I will defend the 

conclusion of this argument by defending its second premise: the rightness of an act is a consideration that 

counts in favor of performing it.  

 

I think that this claim is so eminently plausible that those who deny it bear the burden of proof. Consider 

its alternatives. There are two. These are that an act’s moral rightness has no bearing on whether one should 

perform it, and that an act’s moral rightness counts against performing it. But these alternatives are both 

prima facie absurd. Only in an amoralist’s wildest dreams could it be the case that an act’s moral rightness 

counts against performing it. And it is equally silly to think that an act’s rightness has no bearing on whether 

one should perform it. Perhaps morality is not overriding, in which case an act’s rightness does not settle 

the question whether to perform it. But it clearly has some bearing on this question, and its valence is clearly 

positive. To think otherwise strikes me as indicative of conceptual confusion; it is part of the concept of 

                                                           
4 Not all epistemologists assume this; some epistemologists think that reasons to adopt or maintain doxastic attitudes 

must be mental states, not facts. I think that that this exhibits a confusion between what reasons are and what it takes 

to possess reasons; see Sylvan 2016 for several useful distinctions and arguments in support of this view. 
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rightness that right acts are “to-be-performed”,5 so failing to see that an act’s rightness counts in favor of 

performing it amounts to failing to understand what rightness is. 

 

Here is another way of drawing out the prima facie plausibility of premise 2. Imagine that you face a big, 

red, unmarked button. You have no idea what the effects of pressing it will be. At this point, I assume, you 

have no reason to press it and no reason not to press it (except perhaps for reasons of curiosity). Then an 

omniscient, benevolent, and trustworthy interlocutor impresses upon you that pressing the button as soon 

as possible is morally required, though she is not at liberty to tell you why it is morally required. I think it 

is very plausible that you now have some reason to press the button. And the simplest explanation of this 

change to your normative situation vis-à-vis the button is that the fact that you just learnt – the fact that 

pressing the button is morally required – is a reason to press the button.  

 

Here’s a final way of drawing out the prima facie plausibility of premise 2. Consider this fictional case: 

 

STAR WARS: In Star Wars: The Force Awakens, Stormtrooper FN-2187 is a character who was 

bred and trained to fight for the evil First Order, the current incarnation of the dark side of 

the force. The opening scene shows him going on his first intergalactic mission and being 

shocked and appalled by the blood spilt and carnage wrought by his fellow officers. Later, 

he is assigned to guard Poe Dameron, a pilot for the (heroic) 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 seems to be the fact that his act is morally right. When we learn 

of someone’s motivating reason, we can assess it in a variety of ways; we ask whether the action was rational 

or reasonable or whether it makes sense. When we answer these questions we are typically looking for a match 

between an agent’s motivating reasons and her normative reasons. For example, encountering someone 

who goes around throwing pencils at people if she dislikes the way they 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 actions are irrational or unreasonable or make no sense, because her motivating reasons are not genuine 

normative reasons to perform these actions. But FN-2187 is not like this agent at all. He seems to be doing 

a much better job at responding to normative reasons. And the simplest way to accommodate this intuition 

is to accept that his motivating reason – the rightness of his act – is a normative reason to perform the act. 

 

This is far from a knock-down argument for the conclusion that the rightness of an act is a reason to perform 

it. There are ways of construing “bearing” such that an act’s rightness might be said to have some bearing 

on whether to perform it, without directly counting in favor of performing it. And 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. There are also rival explanations of FN-2187’s apparent well-motivatedness, 

which ascribe a different motivating reason to him. So there is plenty of wiggle-room for buck-passers here. 

(I discuss some of the moves they can make some more in §2.6.) But I hope to have at least done enough to 

emphasize the prima facie plausibility of the claim that the rightness of an act is a reason to perform it.  

 

I’ll now turn to the main argument that has been offered against this claim, and in favor of buck-passing. I 

aim to show that this argument rests on a mistake. Without it, we are free to embrace the fact that the moral 

rightness of an act is indeed a reason to perform it. 

                                                           
5 See especially Mackie 1977 (and the ensuing literature).  
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2.2. The redundancy intuition 

 
The main argument for buck-passing about moral properties appeals to the supposed redundancy of taking 

moral properties to be reasons for action. The idea behind this argument is that the features of things (of 

objects, actions, states of affairs, etc.) that make it the case that they have moral properties are themselves 

reasons for action, so there is no need to say that the moral properties are reasons.  

 

This line of thought began with buck-passing about goodness. Here is 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. 

 

Scanlon’s suggestion is that, once we have elucidated the various ways in which an object’s good-making 

features are reasons for us to perform certain acts or adopt certain attitudes, it just seems redundant to add 

that its goodness is a further reason to perform the acts or adopt the attitudes. We saw this regarding the 

curry; its being spicy, warm and nourishing is surely reason enough to eat it, without its goodness being a 

further reason to eat it. Hence Scanlon’s claim that “it is not clear what further work could be done” by this 

moral property; it seems to make no difference to an agent’s normative situation, once the less fundamental 

properties that explain its instantiation have already been taken into account. 

 

I have also heard it said that it is not only redundant but inappropriate to regard the curry’s goodness as a 

reason to eat it in addition to those provided by the curry’s good-making features. It has been repeatedly 

suggested to me in conversation that this seems like an illegitimate form of double-counting. This is surely 

related to Scanlon’s intuition; if an object’s goodness changes nothing, then it is a mistake to act as if it does. 

 

The redundancy intuition arises for moral rightness as well as goodness. Scanlon’s critics have pointed out 

that his concerns about redundancy can apply just as forcefully to his own view that an act’s rightness is a 

reason to perform it, and an act’s wrongness a reason not to perform it. Here, for example, is Stratton-Lake 

(2003, pp.75-76): 

 

Once Scanlon has identified wrongness with his contractualist principle he must abandon 

his intuition that moral wrongness is reason-giving. For unless he does, he will be 

committed to the implausible view that the fact that some act is permitted by a principle 

that others could reasonably reject provides us with a reason not to do it over and above 

the reasons others have to reject this principle… [so] Scanlon should abandon his view that 

wrongness is a reason-providing property. 

 

This problem is not unique to Scanlon’s contractualism. Stratton-Lake mounts a general criticism of the 

view that the rightness of an act is a reason to perform it and/or the wrongness of an act is a reason not to 

perform it (2002, p.15): 

 

I can see no reason why intuitionists cannot understand rightness as well as goodness in 

terms of reasons. Intuitionists 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 
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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. 

 

The general criticism can be reconstructed as follows: if φ-ing is morally right, then it must have properties 

that give us conclusive reason to do it. But then it is implausible to say that the rightness of φ-ing provides 

a further reason to φ, on top of all the reasons provided by these properties – by stipulation, those reasons 

were already conclusive! So the act’s rightness makes no difference to an agent’s normative situation. Any 

reason that it might be thought to provide would be redundant at best, and at worst would amount to an 

illegitimate form of double-counting. 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 could be a reason in its own right. 

 

I will call this intuition of redundancy “the redundancy intuition”. And I will call the argument that we 

must deny that moral rightness can be a reason, since doing otherwise elicits the redundancy intuition, “the 

redundancy argument”. 

 

The redundancy argument is the main motivation for buck-passing about rightness. But this argument fails 

to show that an act’s rightness cannot be a reason to perform it. The redundancy intuition is picking up on 

something important; it would indeed be a mistake to think that an act’s moral rightness always adds extra 

normative weight in favor of performing it, over and above that provided by the act’s right-making features. 

But this does not show that moral rightness is not a reason for action. Instead, what it shows is that reasons 

for action do not always add extra normative weight in deliberation or evaluation, no matter what else the 

deliberator or evaluator has already taken into account. So I will now argue. 

 

2.3. The problem: rampant redundancy 
 

The redundancy argument overgeneralizes. It is possible to elicit the redundancy intuition about all sorts 

of facts besides those having to do with the goodness of objects or the rightness of acts. This includes some 

facts that very plausibly are reasons, and that buck-passers themselves take to be reasons. So something 

must be wrong with the argument. 

 

We can illustrate this point by looking at the features of acts that buck-passers champion: the right-making 

features. Buck-passers hope to use the redundancy argument to show both that an act’s rightness is not a 

reason to perform it, and that our reasons for action are the right-making features. But it will be difficult for 

them to accomplish both of those aims, because the redundancy argument – the buck-passers’ strategy for 

denying that rightness is a reason – undermines their claim that the right-making features are reasons. This 

is because no plausible candidate for being a right-making feature is such that facts about its instantiation 

are brute facts. Rather, when an act possesses a right-making feature, it does so in virtue of further facts 

about the act. And many of these further facts also seem like great reasons to perform the relevant act. So 

the redundancy argument will apply to these right-making features as well. 

 

For example, suppose that fairness is a right-making feature. The fact that an act is fair is not plausibly a 

brute fact. It is constituted by further facts – say, the fact that the act distributes social benefits and burdens 

on reasonable, non-arbitrary grounds – which are themselves constituted by further facts – say, the fact 

that the act allows access to higher education to be distributed in a manner that is meritocratic and serves 

to make reparations for past injustice. Both of these lower-order facts seem like great reasons to perform 
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the act. But if we are taking either of these lower-order facts to be a reason to perform the act, then it seems 

redundant to do the same for the higher-order fact that the act is fair. The redundancy argument then holds 

that, since it seems redundant to take fairness to be a reason, we should not do so. But the fact that the act 

is fair is a right-making fact. So the redundancy argument excludes right-making facts as potential reasons, 

just as much as it excludes rightness itself. 

 

The idea that an act’s right-making features are good reasons to perform the act is, I think, considerably 

more plausible than the redundancy argument itself. So something is wrong with the argument. 

 

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. 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 that their prepared food 

contains. So a snack pack containing one portion of apple will have a “1 of your 5-a-day!” 

sticker, rather than a “1 portion of apple!” sticker. The latter are not manufactured. 

 

In light of the redundancy argument, British supermarkets’ behavior in 5-A-DAY is quite mysterious. 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. So why 

produce salads with stickers mentioning any number of portions greater than 1? Isn’t this redundant, if we 

already have multiple 1-portion stickers? And, for that matter, why produce stickers detailing the number 

of portions that a particular salad contains, rather than stickers naming the particular fruits and vegetables 

in the salad? The fact that a salad contains three of your 5-a-day may consist, for example, in the fact that it 

contains one portion each of lettuce, tomato and cucumber. And the fact that it contains these three 

vegetables surely counts in favor of eating the salad. (It is hard to see how the fact that it contains three of 

your 5-a-day could count in favor of eating it if the fact that it contains lettuce, tomato and cucumber doesn’t 

count in favor of eating it, given that these are the vegetables that the salad contains.) But, in this case, isn’t 

it redundant to count the fact that the salad contains three of your 5-a-day as a reason for eating it? Why 

count higher-order facts about portion numbers as reasons at all? 

 

Examples like this show that the redundancy intuition generalizes. The intuition arises whenever one fact 

that seems to count in favor of performing some act or adopting some attitude is made the case by a further 

fact or facts, at least some of which also seem to count in favor of performing the same act or adopting the 

same attitude.6 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 can be reasons. So the 

redundancy argument overgeneralizes. Redundancy is rampant. 

 

                                                           
6 I have only discussed two examples, both involving reasons to act rather than to adopt attitudes. But it is easy to 

construct others. For instance, the fact that I have conclusive evidence for the proposition that I have legs might consist 

in the fact that I can see my legs right now, both of which count in favor of believing that I have legs. The fact that 

dancing the tango would be fun consists in the fact that it would give me the particular exhilarating feeling constitutive 

of fun, both of which count in favor of dancing the tango. The reader is welcome to think of her own examples. 
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2.4. The solution: The Buck Doesn’t Stop Anywhere 
 

The redundancy argument suggests that no fact that is constituted by other facts, some of which are reasons 

to φ, can itself be a reason to φ. But the thought that some facts of this kind are reasons is more plausible 

than the redundancy argument itself. So what is wrong with the redundancy argument? 

 

Here’s what I think has gone wrong. The redundancy argument identifies a metaphysical hierarchy of facts, 

wherein one fact that counts in favor of φ-ing is constituted by further facts, at least some of which also 

count in favor of φ-ing (and that 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 metaphysical hierarchy, there must be a 

privileged level at which the reason “really” lies. This is misleadingly suggested by the metaphor of “buck-

passing”, which conjures up an image of the reason – the “buck” – being handed down from the less to the 

more metaphysically fundamental levels of the hierarchy. The thought is that there is some fact on which 

the buck eventually comes to rest, and that citing facts at any other level in this metaphysical hierarchy is 

a mere placeholder by which to refer to the fact further up or down the hierarchy that is the “real” reason. 

This sets us the project of examining each metaphysical hierarchy and identifying a special level in it, at 

which to locate the normative buck.  

 

I think that this project is confused. We need not locate the normative buck at any particular level. Rather, 

I think, we can and should say that the facts in these metaphysical hierarchies can all be reasons. 

 

This point is especially easy to see if we make some moral and metaethical assumptions. Assume, for now, 

that there is ultimately just one right-making feature and that this feature is what rightness is. In this case, 

the fact that an act is right wholly consists in some fact P, because the fact that P and the fact that the act is 

right are the same fact. (The relationship between rightness and the right-making feature on this picture is 

like the relationship between containing three portions of vegetables and containing one portion, and one 

more one, and then one more one.) In this case there is no question of where to locate the buck, and no good 

grounds for a redundancy argument. On this picture, there is a sense in which the redundancy intuition is 

correct: counting both the act’s rightness and the fact that P as reasons to perform the act would literally be 

double-counting, since the fact that P and the fact that the act is right are literally the same fact. But this 

hardly shows that the act’s rightness is not a reason to perform it. On the contrary, it shows that the act’s 

rightness is a reason to perform it – the reason that P. So on this picture, far from being redundant, the fact 

that an act’s rightness is a reason to perform it is entailed by the fact that P is a reason, coupled with the 

indiscernibility of identicals. 

 

The same goes if the metaphysical relationship between rightness and the right-making features is not type-

identity, but token-identity. Assume now that there are several right-making features, but each instance of 

moral rightness just is an instance of one of these features. (The relationship between rightness and any 

particular right-making feature on this metaphysical picture is like the relationship between containing a 

vegetable and containing tomato.) In this case, too, there is no question of where to locate the normative 

buck, and no good grounds for a redundancy argument. If every token of rightness is identical with a token 

of some right-making feature, then rightness is a reason for action iff the right-making features are. Again, 

the redundancy intuition is in a sense correct: counting both the right-making feature and the rightness as 

reasons for action would literally be double-counting. But, again, this hardly shows that an act’s rightness 

is not a reason to perform it. On the contrary, it shows that an act’s rightness is a reason to perform it, since 

any instance of rightness is identical to something that is a reason to perform the right act.  
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To repeat: 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 while denying that rightness is a reason, on pain of 

logical contradiction. On either of these metaphysical pictures buck-passing about rightness is a non-

starter, because it is internally inconsistent. 

 

Things are more complicated if the relationship between rightness and the right-making features is not any 

kind of identity, but some more complicated metaphysical relationship like grounding (see Raven 2015 for 

an introduction – on this picture the relationship between rightness and any particular right-making feature 

is like the relationship between containing three of your five-a-day and containing one portion of tomato). 

This makes buck-passing a viable option. On this picture, 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, I think, 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: 

 

“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, privileged fact that bears 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, since the redundancy argument dramatically over-generalizes, 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 act, we should abandon the project of looking to see where in each hierarchy 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 act really do count in favor of performing it, 

and thus are objective normative reasons to perform it.  

 

If we adopt the “share the weight” view, we can say that any fact that counts in favor of performing an act 

is a genuine objective normative reason to perform it – including, for example, the fact that the act is 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 allows access to higher education to be distributed in a meritocratic manner that serves 

to make reparations for past injustice. The “share the weight” view thus preserves one of the few claims in 

metanormative theory that enjoys anything like widespread consensus: a reason to φ is a consideration that 

counts in favor of φ-ing. 

 

But these facts’ all being genuine normative reasons does not mean that they are all always appropriate to 

cite when asked about someone’s normative reasons. Nor are they always equally appropriate to think 

about when deliberating about what to do, or when evaluating our own or others’ decisions. There can be 

a difference between what counts in favor of performing a certain act, and what we should count, in a particular 
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practical context. If some facts that count in favor of performing an act are metaphysically constituted by 

others, then features of our conversational context often determine whether it is more appropriate to cite 

lower-order or higher-order facts as an agent’s normative reasons. Sometimes it is more appropriate to be 

succinct, focusing on higher-order facts. Other times it is more appropriate to be detailed, focusing on 

lower-order facts. But each of these facts is a genuine reason, insofar as it counts in favor of performing the 

relevant act. 

 

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, claiming to be 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 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. 

 

There can be variants of the 5-A-DAY example in which other contextual factors make it more appropriate 

to cite the lower-order facts as reasons. For example, if someone has a craving for tomato, then it might be 

appropriate to think of her reason to eat the salad as the fact that it contains three portions of vegetables 

including tomato. And if someone is choosing between two salads, each of which contains three of her 5-a-

day, then it might be appropriate to construe the particular vegetables in each salad (and their nutritional 

properties) as her reasons to eat them, as this is what distinguishes between the salads.  

 

Still, there are plenty of other contexts in which it is appropriate to cite the higher-order fact that the salad 

contains three of your five-a-day as a reason to eat it. For example, if someone thinks that she prudentially 

ought to eat healthily but is tempted to eat a delicious yet ludicrously unhealthy chip butty for lunch, then 

it is appropriate to say that the fact that the salad contains three of her five-a-day is a reason to eat it, while 

the fact that the chip butty is delicious is a reason to eat it. This succinctly conveys the salient difference 

between her two lunch options. And if someone recalls or is told that a certain salad contains three portions 

of vegetables, but cannot recall or is not told which vegetables they are, then it can be more appropriate to 

say that the fact that the salad contains three of her 5-a-day is a reason for her to buy it than to cite particular 

facts about the vegetables in the salad, since the former fact is one to which she has epistemic access and 

thus one that could be a motivating reason for her to buy the salad. If this agent buys the salad, it would 

be odd to say that her “real” reason for doing so is that it contains lettuce, tomato and cucumber, though 

she doesn’t know it. (I will say more about the contexts mentioned here in §2.5.) 

 

This all suggests that, even when the relationship between facts in a hierarchy is some kind of metaphysical 

constitution that falls short of identity, we should not expect there to be a privileged level in the hierarchy 

at which the reason “really” lies. Rather, context determines which reasons it is appropriate to consider in 

a particular case. At this point, the other facts in the relevant metaphysical hierarchy – whichever they are 

– 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 metaphysical hierarchy. 

If the important thing, in a given context, is just that a salad has three portions in it, then it is redundant to 

ruminate on the lower-order facts about which vegetables are in the salad once the fact that there are three 

of them has already been noted. Likewise, if the important thing in a given context is that a salad contains 
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tomato, then it is redundant to mention the fact that it contains a vegetable (i.e. tomato) once the presence 

of tomato has already been noted.7 

 

Most of the points in this discussion of salads have direct analogues when it comes to moral rightness. Each 

fact that counts in favor of performing an act is a reason for action. This can include both an act’s rightness 

and its right-making features (and the features that make it the case that it has these right-making features, 

and the features that make it the case that it has those features, and so on). So an act’s rightness and its right-

making features can all be reasons. We can have our buck and pass it, too.  

 

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 most moral theories hold 

that at most one act can be morally right at any one time. Another disanalogy is that, though an agent’s 

tomato craving can make it relevant that a salad contains tomato, rather than any other fruit or vegetable, 

the analogous view seems badly mistaken when it comes to moral rightness. If someone cares which lower-

order facts make an act right – for example, because she is indifferent to considerations of well-being but 

cares deeply about justice – then it seems badly mistaken to think that this could be relevant to her objective 

normative reasons for action. Whether an act’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 act is the salient reason to perform it, and in which consideration of its 

right-making features as reasons to perform it is thereby rendered redundant. 

 

2.5. Examples involving moral rightness 
 
In the last section I suggested that, to sidestep the over-generation of redundancy arguments, we should 

adopt the “share the weight” view: we should say that all facts in any metaphysical hierarchy that count in 

favor of performing some act are reasons to perform it, and that normative weight is shared by the reasons 

in a metaphysical hierarchy rather than resting on a special fact, though different of these reasons will be 

appropriate to cite as someone’s normative reason for acting in different conversational contexts. But I have 

so far said little about how this works with respect to the rightness of an act. So it remains to be seen which 

features of conversational context can make it appropriate to cite an act’s rightness as a reason to perform 

it. In this section I discuss three such features and three examples of such contexts. 

 

                                                           
7 My remarks here have close parallels with one way of thinking about causation. On this view, causation is a “broad 

and nondiscriminating” relation between events and their entire causal histories (see e.g. Bennett 1988, Lewis 2000), 

and there are no special events that are the “real” causes. Everything in a particular event’s causal history is a cause of 

this event. But context determines which past events it is most appropriate to cite as causes of a particular effect. And, 

once one event on a particular “causal path” to the effect has already been mentioned, it can be not only redundant but 

potentially misleading to mention other events on the same causal path. For more on this see Swanson (2010), and cf. 

Fogal (2017), who offers an extensive comparison between then data about causation presented by Swanson and some 

new data about reasons that he presents. I am entirely in agreement with Fogal on this, and grateful to Swanson for 

helpful discussion of further analogies and disanalogies between reasons and causes. 
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We have already seen one example. Recall the STAR WARS case from §2.1, in which Stormtrooper FN-2187 

helps rebel pilot Poe Dameron to escape because it’s the right thing to do. This is one feature of conversational 

contexts that can favor mentioning some facts in a metaphysical hierarchy over others: when we cite facts 

as someone’s normative reasons, we are often interested in contrasting the reasons for performing one act 

with those for performing another. Sometimes we can draw this contrast at a high level of abstraction. And 

this is often appropriate, given general conversational norms to the effect that we should say only what is 

needed to get our point across and should avoid unnecessary information. For example, if someone knows 

that she should eat healthily but is tempted by a chip butty, then we can accurately convey the difficulty of 

her decision by noting that the salad contains three of her five-a-day but the chip butty is delicious. In this 

context, we need not mention the particular vegetables in the salad; saying that it contains three of her five-

a-day gets the point across. Likewise, we can get across the difficulty of FN-2187’s decision by noting that 

he faces a choice between doing what’s right and doing what’s easy. This conveys the conflict between 

morality and prudence that he faces at a high level of abstraction suitable for many ordinary contexts. We 

need not go into detail about the right-making features. Saying that his act is right gets our point across. 

 

Conflicts between morality and prudence are common. So this points to a wide range of contexts in which 

it is appropriate to cite the rightness of an act as an agent’s reason to perform it – more appropriate, perhaps, 

than citing the right-making features, given general conversational norms that prohibit adding unnecessary 

information to the conversation. 

 

Here are two more examples: 

 

PARTIAL FORGETTING: Dana is a vegan. The arguments in favor of veganism are complex, 

requiring hard-to-find empirical information and sometimes-subtle moral reasoning. But 

Dana has gone through the process of obtaining all of this empirical information, doing all 

of this subtle reasoning, and reaching the conclusion that veganism is morally required, on 

multiple long dark nights of the soul. Dana has no reason to distrust her past reasoning or 

her past evidence-gathering, especially since she has gone over the issue many times and 

reached the same conclusion every time. But Dana cannot always recall all of the detailed 

subtleties of the moral arguments that she has repeatedly gone over, nor the empirical facts 

on the basis of which she reached this verdict. Nonetheless, Dana maintains a vegan diet, 

and she does so because it is morally right. 

 

TESTIMONY: Fliers containing racist messages are posted all over Vasilija’s college campus. 

Vasilija, who is teaching for the first time, asks a senior friend with substantial empirical 

and moral expertise whether she should mention the fliers in class – deviating from the 

syllabus – and what she should say if so. Her friend tells Vasilija that she should ignore the 

syllabus and use this opportunity to encourage her students to discuss strategies that they 

and their instructors can use to make the campus a more welcoming place for students of 

color. Vasilija can tell that her trustworthy friend is well aware of the many and complex 

facts that collectively make this the right thing to do. But she doesn’t have time to ask her 

friend to explain all this to her. Nonetheless, she performs the intervention that her friend 

suggests, and she does so because it’s the right thing to do. 

 

These cases highlight another feature of some conversational contexts that can make it more appropriate 

to cite an act’s rightness as a normative reason than it is to cite the right-making features. In some cases, an 

agent recalls (PARTIAL FORGETTING) or is told (TESTIMONY) that a certain act is morally right, but does not 

recall or is not told what its right-making features are. We might think that this suffices for the agents to 
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have a reason to perform the action – as I suggested in §2.1, discussing the case of the big red button. This 

would lend support to the idea that the act’s rightness is a reason to perform it, since the reasons that an 

agent has are those normative reasons to which she has epistemic access. In PARTIAL FORGETTING and 

TESTIMONY, facts about the right-making features are not reasons the agent has, since she does not know 

what the right-making features are. And in many contexts we are not just interested in any old normative 

reasons, but in the reasons an agent has to act. This makes it more appropriate to appeal to an act’s rightness 

than its right-making features in cases like PARTIAL FORGETTING and TESTIMONY. 

 

These cases illustrate a related third feature of conversational context that can make it more appropriate to 

cite an act’s rightness. As I noted in §2.1, we are often interested in identifying an agent’s normative reasons 

for action because we want to compare them to her motivating reasons; we want to know whether her act 

was rational or reasonable or whether it makes sense. But someone cannot be motivated by a fact to which she 

lacks epistemic access. So, if we are assessing the quality of her motivating reasons, it is unhelpful and 

potentially misleading to cite facts to which she lacks epistemic access as normative reasons for her to act 

when there are other facts in the same metaphysical hierarchy that are genuine normative reasons to 

perform the same act and to which she has epistemic access. For example, if someone looks at a menu and 

sees that a salad contains “a medley of seasonal vegetables”, then it is often8 more appropriate to cite the 

salad’s containing vegetables as a reason for her to order it than to cite the salad’s containing lettuce, cucumber 

and tomato, since only the former is a fact by which she could be motivated. If she orders the salad because 

it contains vegetables, then saying that her normative reason to order it was that it contains lettuce, 

cucumber and tomato misleadingly suggests that her motivating reason was not a normative reason. 

Focusing on normative reasons to which the agent lacks epistemic access can thus make her act seem 

irrational, unreasonable, or nonsensical, when it is not. Likewise, it is more appropriate to cite the rightness 

of Dana and Vasilija’s acts as their normative reason to perform them than to cite the right-making features, 

since only the former is a reason by which they can be (and indeed are) motivated. 

 

2.6. A problem for the buck-passer 
 

This last point highlights a problem for the buck-passer. Stormtrooper FN-2187, Dana, and Vasilija are all 

clearly doing a better job of responding to reasons than the agent who throws pencils at people because she 

dislikes the way they smell, or who makes cups of tea “because there was a rabbit”. But it is difficult for 

the buck-passer to account for this. The agents in my three cases each ostensibly choose to perform an act 

because it’s the right thing to do. So it seems fair to assume, in each case, that the act’s moral rightness is the 

agent’s motivating reason. But the buck-passer denies that moral rightness is a normative reason. So the 

buck-passer seems committed to saying that these cases display the mismatch between normative and 

motivating reasons that is characteristic of irrationality. This seems unduly harsh. 

 

The buck-passer has some options that 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 can claim that 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 or metaphorical way of referring to the right-making features, which are what really 

                                                           
8 This is often more appropriate, but not always. For example, if the agent loves heirloom tomatoes and we know that 

the salad contains heirloom tomatoes, then we can say “there is a great reason for her to order the salad – it contains 

heirloom tomatoes! – but she just doesn’t know it”. 
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motivate him. FN-2187 presumably does have some grasp on the right-making features, so they can 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 well for PARTIAL FORGETTING and TESTIMONY. Dana has forgotten the right-

making features, and Vasilija 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 Dana’s 

motivating reasons are facts that she has forgotten, and Vasilija’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 Dana and Vasilija to act. But it is quite odd to say that they are the reasons 

for which the agents are currently acting, given that the agents themselves have no idea (and could have no 

idea) that this is the case – and this not because the relevant facts are buried deep within their subconscious, 

but because the relevant facts are not anywhere in their head. So this strategy requires us to construe these 

agents as objectionably alienated from the reasons on which they are currently acting. 

 

Here is a second option. The buck-passer can maintain that there is a match between motivating reasons 

and normative reasons in Dana and Vasilija’s cases by holding that the relevant fact is neither a fact about 

their acts’ rightness nor a fact about the right-making features, but rather some fact about these agents’ 

evidence, or about their doxastic states. For example, perhaps Dana’s normative and motivating reason is 

that she seems to remember that sticking to a vegan diet is morally right, and Vasilija’s is that she was told by 

a moral expert that the intervention with her students is morally right. Or perhaps 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 in cases where 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 that it seems to contain tomato. And Dana and Vasilija’s 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 evidence – the fact that their 

acts are morally right. And this is especially odd 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 the normative reason my agents have to perform 

their acts is not the rightness of their acts, but something that is entailed by the act’s rightness. For instance, 

the fact that an act 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 act. This lets the buck-passer preserve the intuition that someone who learns or remembers 

only that an act is right already has some reason to perform it, while denying that rightness is itself a reason.  
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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 

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. Since the main argument against saying that an act’s moral rightness is a normative 

reason to perform it rests on a mistake, we should go ahead and say, pace buck-passers, that an act’s moral 

rightness is indeed a normative reason to perform it. That easily takes care of these cases. 

 

2.7. How to understand the redundancy intuition 

 
I said above that, if it turns out that moral rightness is identical to the right-making feature/s, then there is 

a sense in which the redundancy intuition is correct: counting both rightness and the right-making features 

would literally be double-counting. In fact, I think that the redundancy intuition has even more going for 

it than this. Even if the relationship between rightness and the right-making features is some metaphysical 

relationship that falls short of identity, the redundancy intuition is tracking something important.  

 

Consider the 5-A-DAY example again. It would be odd for a supermarket to adorn a single salad with both 

a single “3 of your 5-a-day!” sticker and three stickers saying “Contains one portion of lettuce!”, “Contains 

one portion of tomato!”, and “Contains one portion of cucumber!”. This would seem redundant at best, 

and at worst would seem like an illicit attempt to deceive hapless consumers into believing that the salad 

has more going for it than it in fact does. The stickers are misleading because some of the reasons that they 

identify are metaphysically constituted by others. What the redundancy intuition is tracking is our sense 

that, if some of the facts that count in favor of performing a certain act are metaphysically constituted by 

others, then we should count only the facts at one level in each hierarchy when figuring out what an agent has 

most overall reason to do. In most contexts, the fact that a salad contains three of your five-a-day adds no 

extra normative weight in favor of eating it on top of that provided by the facts about which particular 

vegetables it contains, and vice versa. 9  All of these facts are reasons to eat the salad. And they are distinct 

reasons; reasons are facts, so their identity conditions are those of facts, so these different facts are different 

reasons. But this does not make it helpful to count the reasons and then proudly announce that there are at 

least four distinct reasons to eat the salad. And it does not make it appropriate to aggregate these reasons 

by adding up their weights. The reasons are different, but, in most contexts, they do not have independent 

                                                           
9 This is true in most contexts, but not all contexts. For example, if someone has promised to eat only dishes containing 

three portions of vegetables, then the fact that the salad contains three portions of vegetables adds to the case for her 

eating it, independently of the fact that it contains lettuce, the fact that it contains tomato, and the fact that it contains 

cucumber. Likewise, the fact that the salad contains tomato adds to the case for eating it for an agent who craves tomato. 
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weight – they share the weight. That means that counting the reasons and reporting the total is misleading, 

and aggregating them by combining their weights is mistaken. 

 

This principle about how to aggregate reasons is an important insight. It identifies a wide-scope obligation 

that we are under when aggregating an agent’s reasons in order to determine what she has most reason to 

do: we ought not count facts at more than one level in a single metaphysical hierarchy. Not all reasons 

always add extra normative weight favoring the acts for which they are reasons. Rather, whether they add 

weight depends on what else a deliberator or evaluator has already taken into account; some reasons share 

their normative weight with other facts that they constitute or by which they are constituted, so they have 

nothing to add if these other facts have already been taken into account. It is this shared weight that we 

risk double-counting if we do not pay sufficient attention to the metaphysical relationships between facts 

that are all reasons for performing some action. This is an important point about how we should “add up” 

reasons in certain contexts in order to determine the total amount of normative weight favoring each of an 

agent’s available acts. 

 

Though it is important, this insight is not groundbreaking. We already knew that not all reasons for action 

always add further normative weight, no matter what else has already been taken into account. We knew 

that there can be combinatorial effects between reasons, such that a single fact does not always carry the 

same normative weight in any context, but may carry more or less depending on what other facts hold (for 

examples see Schroeder 2009, Horty 2012, Nair 2016, and the sizeable literatures on particularism and 

holism). We also knew that reasons sometimes have undercutting defeaters, in light of which they may 

carry no normative weight at all. And some theorists think that certain reasons are exclusionary, meaning 

that, when they obtain, we have 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. 

 

This way of understanding the redundancy intuition clarifies the thought that redundancy cuts both ways. 

There are as many ways to count facts at only one level in a metaphysical hierarchy as there are levels in 

the hierarchy. So, if what we are under is a wide-scope obligation to not count more than one of the levels 

in a hierarchy, this leaves it open to us, in principle, to count any of them. (In practice, contextual factors 

often determine what it is most appropriate to count.) If I have already considered the fact that a salad 

contains tomato, then it is mistaken to think that the fact that it contains a vegetable adds extra normative 

weight to the case for eating it. But it is equally true that, if I have already considered the fact that it contains 

a vegetable and the vegetable that it contains is tomato, then – unless I have a tomato craving, or something 

of this sort – it is mistaken to think that the fact that it contains tomato adds extra normative weight to the 

case for eating it. Likewise, if an act is right because it is fair and I have already considered the fact that it 

is fair, then it is mistaken to think that the fact that it is right adds extra normative weight to the case for 

performing it. But it is equally true that if I have already considered the fact that the act is right, then it is 

mistaken to think that the fact that it is fair adds extra normative weight to the case for performing it. 
 

Let me close by re-emphasizing a crucial point. What we are dealing with here is a question about how to 

aggregate an agent’s reasons. No answer to this question forces us to conclude that some of these reasons 

are “real” reasons and others are not. The question of how to individuate reasons is not the same as the 

question of how subsequently to aggregate them – in other words, the question of which facts count in favor 

(which facts are reasons) is not the same as the question of how we should count the facts (how we should 

aggregate them). A supermarket may have a wide-scope obligation not to cover their salads with 
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redundant stickers, but this does not tell them which stickers to put, and it certainly does not compel us to 

say that the “real” reasons lie at the level of facts about particular vegetables in a salad. So the question of 

what reasons there are should be kept separate from the question of how to most appropriately determine 

and compare the total amount of normative weight in support of performing each available act in each 

particular context. Redundancy intuitions tell us about the latter, but not the former.  

 

3. Moral of the story 
 

The moral rightness of an act counts in favor of performing it. Right-making features also count in favor of 

performing the actions that they make right. And so, too, do many of the features that make it the case that 

an act possesses a right-making feature (we might call these the “right-making-feature-making-features”). 

A consideration that counts in favor of performing an action is an objective normative reason for action. So 

all of these features are objective normative reasons for action. We can have our buck and pass it, too. 

 

It is possible for buck-passers to continue to deny that the rightness of an act is a reason to perform it, and 

to stubbornly insist that our reasons are the right-making features. But this requires them to adopt a highly 

revisionary view of what possessing and acting for reasons amounts to, saying some quite counter-intuitive 

things about everyday cases of moral motivation (§§2.5-6). And there is no need to do this, since the main 

argument for their view rests on a mistake (§§2.2-2.4). So let’s not do it. 

 

If I am right that the moral rightness of an act is a reason to perform it, this has important implications for 

our assessment of agents who are motivated by rightness de dicto, and who sometimes choose to perform 

an act “because it’s the right thing to do” – agents like Dana, Vasilija, and Stormtrooper FN-2187. On my 

view, these agents act for good reasons. Assuming that there is an important connection between an agent’s 

acting for good reasons and her action’s having moral worth, my argument in this paper is relevant to the 

ongoing debate between those who think that an act has moral worth only if its agent did the right thing 

because it is right and those who think that moral worth is a matter of being motivated by right-making 

features (see especially Markovits 2010, and cf. Herman 1981, Baron 1995, Arpaly 2002, Stratton-Lake 2010, 

Sliwa 2016). And, assuming that there is also an important connection between acting for good reasons and 

being a good person, my argument is also relevant to the ongoing debate over whether agents who are 

motivated by rightness de dicto are virtuous people, vicious “fetishists”, or neither (see especially Smith 

1994, pp.75-76, and cf. Lillehammer 1996, Svavarsdottir 1999, Olson 2002, Toppinen 2004, Strandberg 2007, 

Shoemaker 2007, Aboodi 2016). I explore the import of the view that I have defended here for these two 

important debates in other work.10   

  

                                                           
10 Earlier versions of this paper were presented at Michigan’s Graduate Student Working Group, Mark Schroeder’s 

dissertation workshop at USC in Spring 2017, the Vancouver Summer Philosophy Conference 2017, and the Madison 

Metaethics Workshop 2017. I am very grateful to participants in these discussions for their helpful feedback. I am also 

grateful to Sarah Buss, Maria Lasonen-Aarnio, David Manley, Mark Schroeder, Eric Swanson, and Brian Weatherson 

for further discussion of earlier drafts, to Matt Bedke and Bruno Guindon for written comments on an earlier draft, and 

to Rob Long for suggested edits to this draft. 
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