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ABSTRACT 

Sometimes it is thought that explanations, and 

explaining in general, are of little significance for 

morality and moral evaluation. The fact that we may 

explain the pervasive acceptance of moral views by 

appealing to explanatory schemes such as those of 

historical materialism, social scientific analyses, and 

even sociobiology, it might be contended, holds little 

weight regarding whether such moral views are 'correct' or 

'true'. It should not normally matter how or why a moral 

belief is adopted when we examine whether we are in fact 

-justified in adopting it. And when we evaluate something, 

whether it is an individual agent, some state of affairs, 

or an act, we sometimes want to say that it must be 

assessed without regard to the causal or genetic history 

which effectively explains it. Perhaps we believe that we 

might explain Soviet nuclear policy in terms of historical 

tendencies towards malevolence, and US policy in terms of 

the economic requirements of the military industrial 

complex. We would not, I think, suppose from this that it 

is worse for the Soviet Union to threaten to use nuclear 

weapons than it is for the United States. These sorts of 

considerations are normally thought to be irrelevant to the 
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assessment of deterrence policy. They may explain the 

respective policies, but no more than that. And perhaps 

this is because, generally, the explanatory history of what 

we morally assess is not pertinent to such assessments. 

But is this always the case? Are explanations for our 

moral beliefs, and for the objects of our moral 

assessments, ever important considerations regarding the 

justification of a moral belief, or how we morally regard 

what we assess? 

In this thesis, I examine some of the ways in which 

explanations for moral beliefs, and explanations for the 

objects that we morally assess, can be pertinent to the 

epistemological integrity of the belief, and to particular 

moral assessments of action. In short, I seek to describe 

two possible ways in which explanation can be important for 

morality and moral assessment. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Explaininq and Evaluatinq 

Explaining is thought to have relatively little 

connection with moral evaluation (apart, perhaps, from the 

fact that we can 'explain' what are our moral views, why we 

think an act is wrong etc.), to the extent that it is 

sometimes supposed that explanations for the objects of 

moral assessment are thought to have little bearing on how 

we regard them from a moral point of view. It is often 

thought that we should consider objects of moral assessment 

in complete isolation from the factors which explain why 

they occur. To do otherwise is to commit some error in 

reasoning or some logical fallacy. This view is, in part, 

perhaps a reflection of the notion that explanation 

involves giving a factual analysis; one which traces the 

present factual scheme of things to temporally previous 

ones that are related to it causally or via some other sort 

of explanatory mechanism. Even when it is not concerned 

entirely with present states of affairs, explanatory 

analysis is held to be concerned with factual accounts of 

how the present state of affairs is related to other 
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(previous) states of affairs, and with presenting this 

relationship in a way that is (factually) illuminating and 

informative. 

Moral evaluation, on the other hand, while it assesses 

'facts', seems comparatively unconcerned with their 

antecedent 'causes' or other explanatory factors. Perhaps 

we may think that it seeks to examine the facts not in the 

light of their factual or explanatory context (that is, not 

in terms of their relationship to 'antecedent' facts which 

may explain them), but with regard to what might be called 

an 'evaluative' context-- that is, in the light of their 

relationship to alternative states of affairs, those which 

we want to say ouqht to obtain. The objects of moral 

assessment and explanation may be the same, but the 

considerations which bear on each are thought to be 

generally and necessarily different. When we explain we 

often appeal to nomological suppositions and antecedent 

facts, whereas when we morally evaluate we cite various 

moral and normative principles which the object of 

assessment must satisfy or accord with. 

The idea that explanations and moral evaluations must 

involve completely different considerations does have a 

very basic intuitive appeal, but it can crumble in the face 

of even a rather casual examination of it. In this thesis, 

I will examine two of the ways in which explanations can be 
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pertinent to moral assessment. The first way is by somehow 

'undermining' or 'explaining away' either particular moral 

beliefs, or else morality as a whole. Certain explanations 

may, it would accordingly be contended, be capable of 

undermining the rational integrity of moral beliefs or 

morality in general by providing accounts which, presumably 

by their sheer comprehensive sophistication, can render 

moral beliefs less convincing. This is the sort of 

pertinence which Marxists are sometimes sensitive to when 

they read Marx as offering an explanatory account of human 

history (including the history of mora1 conceptions) which, 

by implying that the chief determinant of human 

consciousness, including moral consciousness, is some 

feature of the 'material' existence of human beings, rather 

than determining factors which are somehow capable of 

imparting some measure of rationality or validity to moral 

beliefs. Of course, Marx's theory of history is not the 

only explanatory account that might be held to threaten 

moral conceptions. We might regard sociobiology, for 

example, in a similar light. But Marx's explanatory 

account is a good example of the kind of threat that I have 

in mind. It is this idea of pertinence which underlies, or 

is often supposed to underlie, Marx's conception of 

ideology as a pejorative or, at least, an evaluative 
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concept, and which explains the pejorative connotations of 

the slogan 'morality is ideology'. 

In Chapter Two, I assume an evaluative conception of 

ideology, one that is closely associated with the 

purported, or potential, capacity of the social and natural 

sciences to explain, in causal or functional terms, 

particular forms of consciousness, including moral 

consciousness. Whether this is a Marxologically correct 

interpretation is beside the point. What is of interest is 

the claim that for a moral belief, or morality in general, 

to be 'ideological', or explicable in terms that are 

germane to social science or historical materialism, it 

must be 'false' or rationally suspect. I argue that while 

the explicability in such terms may come to count against 

the veracity of beliefs for which which there is no 

justification (eg., those grounded in irrational 

suspicions), it does not count against morality and 

particular justifiable moral beliefs. 

The second way in which explaining might be pertinent 

to evaluation is by affecting the course or outcome of a 

moral assessment. Here, enemies of the 

'explanation/evaluation' dichotomy are on firmer ground. 

Of central importance or concern to moral philosophers is, 

of course, the evaluation of human action, and here, at 

least, it is almost always the case that the factors which 
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explain such objects of assessment are pertinent to their 

examination. In Chapters Three and Four, I give an account 

of the relationship between factors that have the capacity 

to motivate and guide human action (reasons, intentions, 

emotions, wants, etc) as being construable in terms of the 

capacity of the former to explain the latter. I argue 

firstly that such motivating factors are normally 

considered proper objects of concern for moral 

philosophers; secondly, that the association of a 

particular motivation with an action, can be, and typically 

is, considered an important consideration for the 

assessment of the action; and thirdly, that in order for 

this sort of pertinence to obtain, it must be the case that 

we can view the action-inspiring 'reason' or emotion (or 

intention, etc) as an important factor in explaining the 

action under scrutiny. Thus, the moral point of view, 

standardly conceived, itself tends to attribute a great 

deal of importance to the nature of the factors which 

explain what it seeks to evaluate. This does not, of 

course, mean that the distinction between explaining and 

evaluating cannot be made where action is concerned, it is 

just to suggest that particular factors associated with 

action can have both an explanatory function and an 

evaluative one, and that the latter is closely connected 

with the former. 
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1.2. Explaininq  

In order to assess the function which explaining can 

have for both the justification and the epistemological 

status of morality in general, and for the moral evaluation 

of action within the context of some generally acceptable 

moral theory, we need to be clear about what explanation 

is. I will turn to this issue now, and outline the 

conception of explanation which will be implicitly used in 

subsequent analyses. The intention here is not to produce 

a theory of explanation which is completely free of 

theoretical deficiencies, nor one which philosophers of 

science will find illuminating. It is merely to provide a 

conception which is coherent enough to be used to assess 

the function of explanation as it exists in two 

moral-philosophical contexts. Peter Achinstein, in a 

recent book entitled The Nature of Explanation,(l) presents 

us with a comprehensive analysis of all of the major 

theories of scientific explanation; he scans the history of 

such theories from Hempel's deductive-nomological model to 

Van Fraassen's notion of a 'contrast class'. It is 

important to realise that Achinstein's analyses in his 

book, and the theories of all of the philosophers he 

examines, deal not with the phenomenon of explaining in any 

general sense, but with one (albeit important)-species of 
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explanation: the explanation which is typically intended 

to represent satisfactory answers to 'why-queries' . Call 

these 'why-explanations'. G.A. Cohen has remarked that "A 

general analysis of the concept (of explaining) is less 

interesting than Hempel's enterprise. Probably to explain 

is, quite simply, to make clear, so that to explain why is 

to make clear why, to explain what is to make clear what, 

etc. Hempel is really concerned with the conditions under 

which we may be said to make clear why something is so."(2) 

Of course, the notion described by Cohen, that of 

"making clear", left at that, does not seem to distinguish 

between two features endemic to explaining. Firstly, the 

capacity to satisfy curiosity and ameliorate puzzlement and 

confusion, and secondly, their capacity to provide accounts 

which are 'correct', or 'true', or 'well-based'. Both 

versions seem to, on their own, suffer from deficiencies. 

We might object to the first on the grounds that a 

'pragmatic' account of explanation, which emphasizes its 

context relativity and function in putting to rest the 

queries and doubts of an audience, may succeed in doing 

this by providing accounts that are nonetheless false or 

sophistic in some sense. And yet, the second approach, 

which introduces the requirement that the account be 

'true', is vulnerable to epistemological worries; worries 

that are, I think, akin to the problems posed in 
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epistemology by the possibility of a justified false 

belief. In what follows, I shall lay these issues aside, 

and suppose that accounts that 'clarify' do so in virtue of 

their capacity to describe accurately or truthfully, in 

addition to merely being capable of providing what seem to 

be satisfying answers. Not too much really depends on this 

here. The intent is to provide an account of explanation 

that allows us to trace its role both within and without 

moral theory, and one which, in part, allows us to easily 

distinguish it from evaluating and othe'r ways of regarding 

objects of analysis. 

Accordingly, we might formulate the following general 

conception of explanation, under which is subsumed a number 

of species. Much of the following should seem obvious, 

nevertheless it will be helpful to elucidate the ordinary 

conceptions which surround the notion that I want to work 

with. 

A. Explaining as making clear. Examples of 

explaining p (where p is the subject in an explanandum): 

(1) What-explanations: these make clear what p is, 

often by classifying p interms of some taxonomy and/ or 

theory which we already understand; or else, more simply, 

to make clear by stating it in terms that are familiar to 

us. (We may not, after all, want to say that we 
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necessarily classify p in terms of a 'theory' when we 

explain p to children). To explain that, for example, 

'this object is a turtle' typically involves classifying 

the object in terms of categories that we are familiar with 

(animal, reptile, etc). The objects of such explanations 

need not be particular 'things'; for example, one might 

explain what the rules of chess are where what is requested 

is a description. What-explanations are typically used to 

describe. 

(2) Who-explanations: these are really a species of 

'what-explanations', it will typically convey information 

about a particular class of objects: perhaps the class of 

agents, or other sentient beings. 

(3) How-explanations: These will make clear how 

something (a) is done, (b) comes to be, (c) comes to pass. 

They are often used to clarify conceptions of human action 

by specifying and describing its actual physical features. 

Often the grammar of why and how explanations coincides. 

This is particularly true of 'how' something 'comes to be'. 

To explain how something comes to be will normally mean the 

same as to explain why it is. 

(4) Why-explanations: 'Why' can be used and 

interpreted in a number of ways, and consequently 

why-explanations can satisfy a number of different 

requirements. From the comments above regarding 
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how-explanations, one might be led to describe 

why-explanations as merely a type of how-explanation 

(specifically: those involving accounts of how something 

'comes to be'). But the usage of 'why' is much broader 

than this. Usually why-explanations will have as their 

object some state of affairs, event, action or thing which 

exists among a range of other possibilities.(3) Let us 

call, with Van Fraassen, the set of alternative 

possibilities a 'contrast class'. The sense of 'why' used 

in particular queries roughly of the form 'why p?' can be 

considered to be determined by the sort of possibilities 

against which p is implicitly juxtaposed in the contrast 

class. We might argue further that the meaning of the 

sentence 'why p? can often be affected by the presence of 

certain members of a contrast class. To ask 'why p?' can 

mean, depending on the context, 'Why p rather than q', or 

'Why p rather than q, r, or s?'. We can ask 'why are we 

here?' where the query is for an account of why we 'are', 

as opposed to 'are not' , here. Or variously, we can ask 

the same question where the query is for an explanation of 

'why we are here' (as opposed to some other place). 

Another example may help to emphasize the function 

which a contrast class can have in determining the intent 

of why-queries. Suppose that I am visiting friends who 

have a teenage son. While we are enjoying conversation in 
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the living room, the son passes through the room on his way 

to the front door. He is wearing a mask over his face 

which looks like Ronald Reagan. I turn to my hosts and ask 

'Why is Paul wearing a Reagan mask?' Depending on the 

context, which itself will determine the members of the 

contrast class of alternative possibilities which is 

implicitly entertained by the questioner, there are a 

number of conceivable ways to interpret the question. I 

might be wondering why Paul is wearing a Reagan mask, as 

opposed to some other sort of mask. Or I may simply wonder 

why he is wearing any sort of mask at all. In the first 

case the contrast class might be something like (R,T,P) 

where R means 'Paul is wearing a Reagan mask', T means 

'Paul is wearing a Margaret Thatcher mask), and P means 

'Paul is wearing an Augusto Pinochet mask' . Perhaps it is 

Hallow' een and I know that he has this collection of 

outfits to choose from. Or it may be that the members of 

the contrast class are (R, -R) where R means 'Paul is 

wearing a Reagan mask' and -R means 'Paul is wearing any 

other sort of mask (but not a Reagan mask)' . In the second 

case, where L am puzzled about why Paul is wearing a mask, 

the class might include only 'Paul is wearing a mask' and 

'Paul is not wearing a mask'. Presumably I would be 

expected to ask the question with this sort of intent when 

it is not Hallow' een or some similar occasion where one 
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would expect people to be wearing masks (although I might, 

of course, be genuinely curious about why he chose a Reaqan  

mask on these occasions as well). 

There can be different sets of contrast classes for 

why queries that occur in the form of particular 

interrogative sentences because such sentences lend 

themselves to different interpretations which depend, in 

part, on which component, if any, of the locution is 

emphasized in ordinary speech. Consider the different 

contrast classes intended by the respective sentences 'Why 

is Paul wearing a Reaqan mask?', 'Why is Paul wearing a 

Reagan mask?', 'Why is Paul wearinq a Reagan mask?', 'Why 

is Paul wearing a Reagan mask?'. Sentences in which no 

component is emphasized are vulnerable to misinterpretation 

(at least to a greater extent than those in which some term 

is emphasized). 

In the material which follows, I shall be using the 

terms 'explain', 'explaining', 'explanation' etc in the 

following technical sense. An 'explanation' is a 

'why-explanation' unless otherwise stated (similarly, to 

'explain' means to 'provide a why-explanation' and so on). 

Further, it is a why-explanation with a contrast class 

which explicitly describes why something, as opposed to 

something else, is the case. To explain p means to give an 

account of why it is the case that p (as opposed to it not 
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being the case that p), where p can be a state of affairs, 

an event, an action, and so on. Such queries will 

typically be for an account of why the phenomenon described 

exists, exists in the way that it does etc. Accordingly, 

to explain why birds have hollow wings is to show why the 

birds do, in fact, have hollow wings; to 'explain a belief' 

is to give an account of why a belief holder (or belief 

holders) came to have the belief (as opposed to not having 

it). To explain an action means to specify why an agent or 

agents do it: why it is, in fact, done, (as opposed to it 

not being done).(4) 

Regarding both beliefs and actions, we inevitably 

encounter the contentious issue of whether citations of the 

sorts of factors which are normally cited in explanations 

of beliefs and actions are of factors which are causally 

related to them. We frequently cite the existence of 

particular beliefs in explanations of other beliefs, as 

when we say that a person 'has a reason to believe that p'. 

The same is typically true of explaining actions. But as 

Wittgenstein cautioned in his Brown Book: 

If you ask why, do you ask for the cause or 
for the reason? If for the cause, it is 
easy enough to think up a physiological or 
psychological hypothesis which explains 
this choice under given conditions.(5) 
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Wittgenstein may be correct in alerting us to the. 

philosophical possibility that reasons must ultimately be 

distinguished from causes, and that reasons-explanations 

may not turn out to be construable as causal 

explanations.(6) There are, after all, many formal and 

conceptual differences between reasons-explanations and 

explanations as they are standardly understood to occur in 

science.(7) While I will assume that both 

reasons-explanations and other sorts of explanations which 

are traditionally somewhat less suspect are both equally 

capable of satisfying 'whyqueries', I will not assume that 

the factors which will typically satisfy explanatory 

queries regarding beliefs and actions will be 'causal' (in 

fact, I will not take a position on this issue), but I will 

(sometimes) use language that is typically associated with 

the notion of 'causality'. One phrase which is used and 

which, accordingly, may seem germane to the taxonomy of 

causal theory is my description of the factors which are 

used to explain p as the 'antecedent conditions' of p. The 

term 'antecedent' is usually used to refer to the 

constituent sentence A in a sentence of the form A -> B. 

By 'antecedent' here I mean the following: a condition 'A' 

is antecedent to some object or states of affairs p iff the 

state of affairs p is explained by A, where 'explaining' 

means to 'to make clear why the phenomenon to be explained 
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has occurred, and/or is likely to occur'. My use of the 

term 'antecedent' should not be interpreted as an attempt 

to impart necessity (causal or otherwise) to the relation 

between p and the factors which function to explain p in 

particular explanations: 'antecedent conditions' here are 

'explanatorily' rather than 'causally' or' 'logically' 

antecedent to p. The intent of the 'and/or is likely to 

occur' proviso is to avoid postulating a necessary 

connection between those factors which explain p and p, a 

postulation which is notoriously inappropriate to many 

explanations of beliefs and actions. After all, citing an 

intention (or a 'reason') to do p on the part of a person 

is not normally sufficient to enable us to predict with 

certainty that p will occur.(8) The apparent lack of 

nomological certainty need not, I think, obscure the fact 

that, ordinarily at least, citations of this sort can 

satisfy, and do typically satisfy, why-queries; i.e., they 

do succeed, for whatever reason, in explaining p. 

Of course, we may be bothered by Davidsonian concerns 

about the factors that may, in part, 'underlie' their 

capacity to illuminate. If citing the intention to do p 

really does explain an agent's doing p, then it must be the 

case that the agent did p because of, or as a result of, 

his intention to do it; i.e., his intention to do p must 

have been efficacious in his doing p. Otherwise, his 
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action p would have to be explained by reference to other 

factors than his intention to do it. But in view of the 

problems involved with various models which undertake to 

clarify by citing nomological laws which are themselves 

supposed to correctly describe factual matters, I think it 

may be wiser to remain agnostic on the question of whether 

such explanations must in the final analysis be causal 

ones. This is not to deny that, perhaps necessarily, 

explanations must in order to clarify make implicit or 

explicit appeals to nomological descriptions or principles 

of causality, teleology and so on. It is merely to suggest 

that to take a position on precisely which among these must 

be appealed to, is to commit one to defending claims which 

are only of peripheral concern here. The intent of 

providing an account of explanation is to allow us to 

appreciate the senses in which explanations differ from 

moral evaluations. If I am right, the most important 

difference is that explanations of p will help us to 

understand why p exists or exists as it does etc. (A 

feature which is not the prime intent of evaluating). 

Citing the 'causes' of p-- whether these are understood to 

be 'reasons', antecedent physical events, etc-- may be one 

way to do this. Perhaps it is the only legitimate way. 

But this is not a matter of concern here. 
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Formulating such a theory of explanation has the 

advantage of allowing us to remain agnostic on the 'reasons 

as causes' issue, and on issues which concern the kind of 

metaphysical connections that are postulated between p and 

the factors which explain it, while at the same time 

allowing us to say something about what functions 

explanation can have in various contexts. 

In this introduction then, I have attempted to provide 

a general theory of explaining, and to specify the rather 

technical sense in which I use the term. The conception of 

explanation that I am using is really a species of 

'why-explanation', where the 'contrast class', whose 

membership determines the nature of the explanation by 

specifying the intent of particular 'why-queries' (and 

hence the range of explanatory factors which are 

appropriate to cite in response), consists of various 

factual possibilities. Very generally, to explain is to 

describe why the facts are as they are, and not another 

way. 



CHAPTER TWO 

EXPLAINING AWAY MORALITY 

2.1. Introduction 

Is it possible to 'explain away' a moral belief or a 

set of moral claims? What sort of process might this come 

to? It is the Marxist tradition which seems to hold the 

highest hopes that what might be called the 'sociology of 

knowledge' might come to have some bearing on the 

epistemological integrity of moral beliefs and the 

justification of moral theory; that certain types of 

explanations for such beliefs, perhaps even beliefs in 

general, could quite reasonably be considered to mitigate 

against their veracity. Marx's theory of history, to the 

extent that it succeeds in incorporating normative, moral 

beliefs in the fabric of his 'superstructure', is often 

thought to be an explanatory account that succeeds in 

'undermining' them, and to thus constitute an explanatory 

scheme which hascrucialepistemological significance. 

I shall call this strain in Marxist thought the 

'ideology thesis' . While it is itself .a contentious issue 

whether Marx's theory of ideology, if he had one, should be 

18 
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read in this way, I shall put these matters aside in this 

chapter. Formally stated then, this thesis claims that 

what might reasonably be called 'non-rational' explanations 

of beliefs have the capacity to bear on their 

justifications-- on questions concerning the extent to 

which we can reasonably say they are 'justified'. By a 

'non-rational' explanation, I mean those explanations that 

are not given in terms of 'reasons'; they do not, and 

cannot 'rationalize' beliefs as they explain them. Rather, 

they merely serve to explain the existence of the belief 

typically via some causal, or possibly functional, 

scheme.(9) I assume, then, that it is possible to draw a 

distinction between two sorts of explanations of moral 

beliefs (and for. that matter, actions): rational and 

non-rational. If I (or someone) explain(s) my belief that 

the end is at hand by referring to chemically-induced 

schizophrenia, to my being extremely over-tired and not 

quite lucid, or to other factors which do not rationalize 

the belief, a non-rational explanation is being offered. 

To say that an explanation is 'non-rational' is not to say 

that it is irrational. They merely cite non-rational 

factors (factors other than 'reasons') in order to explain. 

The fact that an explanation may cite such factors does not 

bear on the issue of how 'reasonable' the explanation is. 

If my belief is explained by citing various reasons which 
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at once serve to 'justify' it, or at least potentially 

justify it, what I shall call a 'rational' explanation is 

being suggested. I might, for example, explain my belief 

in terms of other beliefs that I have, as when I give my 

reasons for believing that the end is at hand. Particular 

rational explanations need not be the most reasonable, or 

the 'best' explanations available to us in particular 

circumstances. 'Rational' explanations may thus include 

what we often call 'irrational' explanations. 

In this chapter, I will consider two possible ways in 

which plausible non-rational explanations might come to 

count against moral beliefs. The first way begins with the 

observation that the explicability in non-rational terms of 

beliefs, does sometimes constitute what I shall call an 

'anti-justification' for the belief. That is, quite 

simply, it sometimes provides grounds for rejecting the 

belief. However, it has this function only where 

'non-rational' beliefs, or those beliefs which lack a 

cogent positive justification, are concerned. Thus the 

explicability in non-rational terms of a belief may only 

count against those beliefs which we are normally quite 

willing to discard anyway. Nevertheless, it provides a 

model at the meta-theoretical level for the assessment of 

theories, which might be taken to be, qua theoretical 

constellations of beliefs, in the same peculiar 
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epistemological predicament as individual unjustified 

beliefs. The second approach, that of.Richard Miller, 

relies on the idea that the non-rational explanations 

offered for the feelings that moral theory might be claimed 

to be based on, undermines the use of those feelings as 

evidence in support of those moral claims. Each of these 

approaches has as its target a particular conception of how 

moral beliefs derive their legitimacy. The first focuses 

on a conception of morality that construes moral claims as 

relying on principles for their justification. For 

example, we may suppose that in spite of the capacity of 

non-rational explanations to explain particular moral 

judgments, the latter can be given a rational foundation. 

The first appoach tries to deal with this response by 

supposing that the justificatory foundation that we may 

appeal to may itself be systematically explained 

non-rationally. I shall argue that the first approach 

fails to severely threaten morality, thus conceived. The 

second approach focuses on a conception of moral beliefs as 

being self evidently true, or known intuitively to be true. 

I shall argue that, even if it is successful, it counts 

against an account of morality, and the justification of 

moral claims, that is itself contentious. 
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It might be contended that I am arguing against a 

straw man: that the idea of ideologicality as an 

epistemological hypothesis is one that is impossible to 

state formally, that has few serious adherents,(lO) and is 

not exegetically sound. Further, that even if there is a 

sense in which the pejorative connotations of 

ideologicality can be formally expressed, that ultimately 

the pejorative connotations of the term cannot be traced to 

an implicit claim about the epistemological function of 

non-rational explanations. 

It is true that, exegetically at least, it is possible 

to interpret Marx's comments on ideologicality in a number 

of ways, and that Marx himself never formally defined his 

use of the term 'ideology' as one which has bearing on 

truth, or on epistemology. Since apart from his usage of 

the term in The German Ideology and to a lesser extent in 

his other works, he never explicitly defined the term at 

all, a large number of varying interpretations have been 

offered.(ll) McCarney suggests that the ideology thesis 

(that is, as I have construed it) is one which lacks 

textual support in.Marx's work, but whosepervasiveness is 

due to other factors. In arguing against it, he'writes: 

The argument has however, not come to grips 
with the chief source of vitality of the 
opposing view. The assumption that 
ideology has an epistemological 
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significance for Marx is all too often made 
with little regard to the need for 
evidential support. Indeed, there may be 
said to exist a tradition in this respect 
which by now has its own momentum. (12) 

McCarney is correct to say that a 'tradition' has evolved 

which has as its hallmark conception a notion of 

ideologicality which is epistemologically stigmatized. Of 

the notion of ideology found in De Tracy, Marx and 

Mannheim, one author writes: 

In all three cases the evaluative 
application of the term is inseparable from 
its classificatory use. Neither De Tracy, 
Marx, nor Mannheim uses the term to refer 
to a theory, or theories, that can be 
identified without reference to its, or 
their, having or lacking truth value. (13) 

It may be the case that such a version lacks textual 

support; Nevertheless its sheer pervasiveness is, if one 

is convinced of the problematic nature of the view, cause 

for concern. In any case, the appropriate means of 

examining the claim is to subject it to an analysis which 

is quite independent of the question of exegetical support. 

At the same.time, this is not to suggest that how we settle 

the ideology issue' should not have important implications 

for Marxism. There is a clear sense in which the notion of 

ideology, pejoratively interpreted, is a thorn in the side 

of the Marxist's effort to develop a coherent account of 
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how beliefs fit into an historical materialist conception 

of history. The pejorative conception is, many would no 

doubt contend, one of the weaker Marxist claims, one of the 

most difficult to substantiate. It is for this reason that 

McCarney, who is himself concerned to present the most 

cogent view of Marxism possible, tries to keep Marx 

innocent of such epistemological failings, and that other 

theorists, who are themselves under no such self imposed 

constraints, are anxious to portray Marx as making strong 

pejorative claims for ideology. (There are exceptions of 

course. Marxist anti-moralists who view Marx's claim for 

ideology as essential for his rejection of morality, such 

as Richard Miller, whose account will be examined below, 

are examples). 

I am not concerned here with exegesis, although I do 

recognize the advantage of successfully integrating the 

ideology thesis within the context of a version of Marxist 

historicism which is as plausible and convincing as 

possible. We need an account, or at least we need to 

assume an account, of historical materialism which can be 

viewed as one which shares the features of modes of 

explanation that are endemic to both social and natural 

science, in order to examine the implications which such 

theories may have for morality. Marx's vision of 

historical development may not, of course, be the most 
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appropriate or useful regarding our understanding of 

historical knowledge. Nevertheless it shares features 

which all 'sociological' accounts of history have: most 

importantly, it shares their scientific pretensions, their 

real or contrived capacity to explain historical, events, 

historical development, and perhaps also human behavior 

(albeit on a macrocosmic scale). To understand historical 

materialism's place in this scheme and to assess its 

relationship with normative conceptions, moral conceptions 

and beliefs, is thus to examine the relationship between 

the latter, and a kind of theory: namely, those which seek 

to explain them non-rationally. For historical 

materialism, correct or not as a theory of history, is 

really a comprehensive non-rational explanatory account of 

human history and its attendant features, including 

economic, political and legal structures, and even 

conceptions and beliefs. As Marx wrote in his infamous 

Preface to The Critique of Political Economy: "It is not 

the consciousness of men that determines their being, but 

on the contrary, their soóial being that determines their 

consciousness".(14) Presumably, if it is the "social 

being" of men that "determines" their consciousness, then 

it must explain it as well. 

Such explanatory accounts are not restricted to those 

disciplines that merely have scientific 'pretensions'. 
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'Hard' science too has sometimes been supposed to 

constitute a threat to morality. Peter Singer supposes 

that "If our common moral convictions can be shown to have 

a biological basis, we may have to think again about 

accepting them at face value as the self-evident starting 

points of moral inquiry." He gives the following example: 

Take, for example, the preference for our 
kin that leads us to pay less attention to 
the sufferings of strangers than to those 
of our relatives. Most of us, of course, 
simply care more about the welfare of our 
relatives than we do about the welfare of 
strangers. That may be a brute fact which 
cannot be altered by new insights into 
human nature. But many people also think 
that it is morally right to give priority 
to our families and to those close to us, 
and it would be wrong, whatever our 
feelings might be, to allow the welfare of 
strangers equal weight. Indeed, this is, 
as we saw earlier, the accepted moral view 
in most human societies. It might 
therefore appear to be a moral conviction 
which, not being the result of any specific 
cultural prejudices, has some claim to 
acceptance as a self evident principle of 
morality. A biological explanation of the 
prevalence of kin preference undermines 
this claim. If the moral conviction that 
it is right to give priority to our 
families rather than to strangers derives 
from the evolutionary process of gene 
selection, it loseswhatever credence it 
seemed -to possess asa self evident moral 
truth. It might, of course, still be a 
desirable way of living; but that is now a 
question open for debate.(15) 
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Such theories need not, of course, deny the 'reality', 

or even the.causal efficacy (pace Davidson) (16) of human 

rationality, nor need they claim that rational explanation 

is logically impossible; they need only to deny that our 

ultimate explanations for social change and human action 

need to be stated in terms of it., This is a claim which is 

often overstated by theorists who would say that Marxists 

must categorically deny the possibility of reasons or 

intentions explaining action (a most audacious and 

untenable claim indeed). Parekh interprets Marx as taking 

the position that there is a logical connection between 

actions and intentions, and that it is because of this that 

the former can never explain the latter. 

In Marx's view it is wrong to believe 
that an action is adequately explained when 
traced to an agent's intentions. This is 
not even the first step towards explaining 
it, for to say that a particular behaviour 
is an action j to say that the agent 
involved intended or willed it. To observe 
that a man did a particular thing because 
he intended it or believed it to be right 
is therefore to utter a tautology. One 
needs to show why he entertained specific 
beliefs, how he developed them in the 
course of coming to terms with his 
experiences, how these experiences occurred 
within the framework of his relations with 
others, how his beliefs were encouraged by 
the fact that society is structured in a 
certain manner, and so on. Similarly, the 
human intentions are not formed in a 
vacuum. ...They are formed by an agent 
within his specific social context, which 
must therefore be taken into account. The 
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human agent is not a pure spirit forming 
intentions at will. He is socially 
situated, possesses a certain personality, 
holds specific beliefs, entertains certain 
fears, (etc). ...And unless one takes into 
account all of these, one is forced to 
treat his intentions as mysterious and 
inexplicable entities freely created by the 
spirit ex nihilo.(17) 

Whether Parekh's account of Marx as relying on the 'logical 

connection' argument to show why reasons (or intentions) 

explanations cannot explain actions is sound exegetically, 

or for that matter whether it makes good philosophical 

sense, is quite beside the point. Marx does not need to 

cite a logical connection between intentions and actions, 

or to deny the possibility of a causal construal of the 

relation between the two, in order to say that other, 

non-rational, factors are at least sometimes more effective 

in explaining action than rational ones. We should not 

have to specify a priori reasons for denying the capacity 

of reasons and intentions to explain, we need only to show, 

empirically, that non-rational explanations can, in some 

contexts, better explain than rational ones. 

That we do sometimes cite non-rational explanations to 

explain what are typically explainedrationally seems 

clear. We do, for example, non-rationally explain 

apparently unfounded perceptual judgments (hallucinations, 

for example), optical illusions, and anomalous beliefs. 
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These are objects of explanation which, for one reason or 

another, there simply is no plausible 'rational' 

explanation. There may be candidate rational explanations, 

but these may not succeed in explaining the belief. I 

might come to believe that my wife has taken a lover and 

that together they are trying to kill me slowly by 

poisoning my food. Unless I can otherwise substantiate the 

claim, perhaps by finding the vials of poison, or 

overhearing a telephone conversation, or finding some other 

form of evidence, I (or perhaps more likely, someone else) 

may ultimately come to explain this belief as being the 

result of too much work related pressure, too little rest, 

and the like: all non-rational factors. In what follows I 

will describe two possible ways in which non-rational 

explanations might come to 'count against' moral beliefs, 

and morality in general. 

2.2. Explaininq Away Constituent Claims  

The first way begins with.the claim that there is a 

sense in which the presence of plausible non-rational 

explanations for certain beliefs can constitute 

epistemological grounds for the rejection of the belief. 

This is so, at least, regarding beliefs which have no 
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independent justification, which cannot be 'rationalized'. 

Perhaps we might call these 'non-rational' beliefs. When I 

appeal to the fact that I am overtired or overworked to 

explain this rather bizarre belief that I have, I normally 

discard the belief that I am explaining. Apparently, at 

least, discarding a belief tends to follow directly from 

the fact that (1) there is no rational (reasons-based) 

justification for it, and (2) there is a plausible 

non-rational explanation for it. We might, of course, 

discard the belief exclusively in the light of (1), but it 

is also true that we are likely to reject our belief much 

more readily in the light of (1) toqether with (2). I may 

experience a nagging suspicion that my wife is indeed 

trying to poison me, even in the absence of a rational, and 

justificatory, explanation. When I confront my wife, or 

share my feelings of suspicion with a close friend, either 

may, unless they share my suspicions, ease my suspicions by 

appealing to non-rational explanatory factors. 'Look Ken,' 

they may say, 'you've been under a lot of pressure lately'. 

If I am not utterly beyond the reach of argument, I will, 

quite reasonably, discard my suspicion in view of the fact 

that an alternative construal-- non-rational but quite 

plausible-- is possible. 

Might we 'discard' moral beliefs, and morality in 

general, in the same way? Perhaps we think that it may be 
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difficult to do this with moral beliefs if they are, one 

might argue, justifiable in terms of appeals to 

justificatory moral principles. A particular belief might 

be, we might allow, both explicable in non-rational terms 

and nevertheless be justified. But suppose we can 

non-rationally explain not only our particular judgments, 

but also these further justificatory principles. Would we 

not then have grounds for treating morality as a whole in 

the same way that we treat our singular non-rational 

beliefs? In the 'paranoia' example above, a belief is held 

for which there is no rational evidence (no 

'justification') and for which a concurrent non-rational 

explanation is held to serve as a kind of 

'anti-justification'-- as a factor which tips the scales in 

favour of discarding the belief. It might be argued that, 

for non-rational explanations to constitute 

'anti-justifications' for entire theories, and systems of 

beliefs (including morality), they must do so in the same 

way that non-rational explanations of particular 

non-rational beliefs can. That is, we must be capable of 

showing (1) that entire theories are in the same 

epistemological position that our particular non-rational 

beliefs are in, and (2) that such theories, including all 

of their important justificatory principles and claims, can 

be non-rationally explained. 
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The move from particular beliefs to entire theories 

and bodies of beliefs seems a natural one to make in this 

connection. Singer writes of sociobiology that 

When a widely accepted moral principle is 
given a convincing biological explanation, 
we need to think again about whether we 
should accept the principle. In this way, 
sociobiology could have major repercussions 
for our thinking about ethics. 

Where does this debunking stop? ...We 
have now seen that there are arguments for 
scepticism about specific moral principles. 
What if all our moral judgments could thus 
be shown to be biologically explicable? 
Would they then all be equally discredited? 
Wouldn't we then have a general argument 
for scepticism? (pp. 57). 

How might we frame the existence of plausible 

non-rational explanations for moral beliefs in a general 

argument for moral scepticism? One way that we might try 

to do this, as I have mentioned above, is to argue that 

there are some entire normative and moral theoretical 

systems which are in the same precarious epistemological 

position that our singular non-rational beliefs seem to be. 

And that although where singular moral beliefs are 

involved, it might be true that wemay have access via an 

elaborate moral theory to principles and conceptions which 

rationalize particular judgments, or even principles, the 

moral theoretical system as a whole is in the same 
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epistemological position as my belief that my wife is 

poisoning me is. It lacks further justification. Since 

this is so, it, like my paranoid belief, becomes vulnerable 

to the 'anti-justificatory' power of a convincing 

non-rational explanation. Even though particular beliefs 

may be rationalized within the context of a normative 

theory, it remains the case that the integrity of the 

theory itself may be epistemologically compromised. 

Consider belief p, and understand it to be a moral 

judgement. Certainly we would be rather audacious to claim 

that p is false because the fact that the believer of p 

believes p can be explained by referring to his upbringing 

or some other non-rational factor. P might be, we are 

reminded, subject to some conceptual rationalization or 

justification which is entirely separate from the 

explanatory mode of analysis. (Perhaps in terms of p.1, 

p.2, and p.3, all of which are principles in a moral 

theory.) Nevertheless, provided we can formulate an 

explanatory account which is sophisticated enough, or 

all-encompassing enough, to non-rationally explain our 

belief p together with p.1, p.2, p.3, as well as any other 

candidate justificatory principles, they are all, as a 

system, left vulnerable to anti-justification. 

According to this account, the degree of 

sophistication and coherence of our non-rational 
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explanation for such theoretical systems is of great 

importance vis a vis its function as an anti-justification. 

If the explanation were able to account for p, but not for 

p.1 and the rest, and if p.1 is a principle to which most 

of the other important constituent claims of the theory can 

appeal, the integrity of the system would be preserved. In 

order to do away with the system as a whole, we must be 

able to deny, as Singer puts it, that it can be given a 

rational foundation, a foundation that probably depends on 

the capacity of some highly placed justificatory principle 

to both remain unexplained and to rationalize the less 

prominent principles and judgments that are explicable in 

non-rational terms. The capacity of, for example, some 

sociological or anthropological explanatory accounts to 

undermine entire normative frameworks depends on their own 

degree of sophistication, for they must typically be 

capable of dealing with a large number of internally 

interconnected theoretical claims. It might plausibly be 

argued that religion(s) exists in a precarious position 

regarding the epistemological status of its constituent 

claims because of the success which social scientific modes 

of explanation have had in accounting for not only 

particular theologically-based judgments, but also each 

theological claim which proponents of theology might hope 
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to use to rationalize and justify them. Consider Peter 

Berger's sociological treatment of Hinduism: 

In the ingenius combination of the 
conceptions of karma (the inexorable law of 
cause and effect ruling all actions, human 
or otherwise, in the universe) and samsara  
(the wheel of rebirths), every conceivable 
anomy is integrated within a thoroughly 
rational, all-embracing interpretation of 
the universe. Nothing, so to speak, is 
left out. Every human action has its 
necessary consequences and every human 
situation is the necessary consequence of 
past human actions. Thus the life of the 
individual is only an ephemeral link in a 
causal chain that extends infinitely into 
both past and future. It follows that the 
individual has no one to blame for his 
misfortunes but himself-- and conversely, 
he may ascribe his good fortune to nothing 
but his own merits. The karma-samsara  
complex thus affords an example of the 
complete symmetry between the theodicies of 
suffering and of happiness. It legitimates 
the conditions of all social strata 
simultaneously and, in its linkage with the 
conception of dharma (social duty, 
particularly caste duty), constitutes the 
most thoroughly conservative religious 
system devised in history. It is not 
surprising that one princely house after 
another invited its adoption... the Code 
of Manu (even if we cannot be sure today 
what extent its legislation was socially 
effective or was merely the wishful 
thinking of its Brahmin authors) gives a 
good idea of the ideological 'gains' the 
system provided for its upper strata.(18) 

For Berger, each component feature of Hindu ideology 

can be explained non-rationally. Though this passage does 
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not succeed, on its own, in explaining all of these 

component features as comprehensively as one imagines 

Berger to be capable of, it seems conceivable that once 

this task was accomplished, an account of impressive 

'evaluative' or epistemological force would be created 

regarding Hinduism. We could, in short, suggest that the 

'theory' is ideological. 

The problem with this account of the sense in which 

non-rational explanations might serve to undermine systems 

of belief is twofold. Firstly, it depends largely on the 

capacity of our non-rational account to explain, 

functionally or otherwise, all or most of the important 

constituent justificatory principles of the normative 

system. This may be, as a matter of fact, extremely 

difficult to do. For one thing, many of these 'constituent 

claims' may turn out to be comprehensible only in terms of 

the internal logic of the system. A Marxist may have an 

easy time explaining many of the claims associated with 

'Protestantism' or Locke's theory of private property, in 

terms of their superstructural and ideological function for 

the rising bourgeoisie in Europe, butit would be much more 

difficult to deal with the myriad claims which one finds in 

the Upanishads, which are not even understandable in 

non-Hindu terms. For another, it may turn out to be the 

case that some of the more prominent justificatory 
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principles of the system do not lend themselves to a 

non-rational interpretation, even if it is the case that 

most of the conceptions of the system do. This is not to 

suggest that there may be a particular principle, or 

principles, that never lend themselves to plausible 

non-rational interpretations. It is merely to point out 

that, in particular contexts not every principle may turn 

out to be explicable in non-rational terms. Perhaps we may 

try to connect, for example, the rise of utilitarianism 

with the economic relations of early capitalism. The 

attempt to explain the central importance of what may be 

its most important value-- that of happiness-- in terms of 

its function in facilitating a particular set of economic 

relations, and its capacity to answer to class interests, 

may be quite difficult. This is meant-as word of caution, 

and a sceptical claim about the possibi5lity of finding 

non-rational explanations for all of the important moral 

conceptions we may adopt, and not a straightforward denial 

that such explanations can be developed. 

More important though, is the point that even if such 

accounts do succeed in capturing all of the important 

justificatory claims of a normative system, this does not 

mean that the internal logical relationships between 

constituent claims is not itself of epistemological 

importance. Even if p together with p.1, p.2, and the rest 
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can be explained non-rationally in terms of an array of 

explanatory factors y together with y.l, y.2 and so on, 

this does not by itself compromise the essential 

rationality of the system, which is determined, perhaps to 

quite a large extent, by its own degree of internal 

coherence. Thus, entire normative systems are not, as it 

were, left vulnerable to the sort of 'anti-justification' 

which my singular belief that I was being slowly poisoned 

may have been. While it is true that, like the latter, the 

former may lack access to independent justificatory 

criteria which are impervious to non-rational 

interpretation, the degree of logical coherence which might 

be attributed to them is itself of epistemological 

significance. Coherence is, after all, given a great deal 

of attention by philosophers who worry about epistemology 

and justification, and we often think that coherence with 

other beliefs is sufficient to lend particular claims some 

degree of justificatory support. 

It might be objected that, in some cases, 'internal' 

rationality is not enough to save a body of beliefs, and 

that they may hence be explained away as might singular 

non-rational beliefs. Perhaps it is their truth that we 

might say is called into question, though not their 

'internal' rationality. For example, feminists may argue 

that the concepts of feminine virtues and of female nature 
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serve the economic and personal ends of men or of certain 

institutional, .social, and economic arrangements that can 

be explained in terms of their functioning to support the 

dominant position of men or the related status quo. The 

premises and presuppositions on which such a structure of 

reasoning is built may seem to be called into question. I 

think that what needs attention regarding this example is 

the question of what precisely causes us to reject sexist 

ideological systems. Is it really the case that the 

explicability in non-rational terms of sexist views is 

sufficient to cause us to reject them? Or would it merely 

cause us to 'question' them? I suspect that while 

non-rational explicability may lead us to subject sexist 

ideology to closer examination and perhaps some doubt, 

these do not themselves constitute sufficient grounds for 

its rejection. On the contrary, what prompts us to reject 

sexist ideology is its incompatibility, I think, with 

surrounding moral convictions that we hold, and not simply 

its explicability in non-rational terms. It is true that 

in the light of a convincing functional explanation we may 

begin to inquire whether there are normative grounds for 

retaining a set of views, but they do not normally lead us 

to reject them. We reject sexism for moral reasons, and 

not simply in view of the fact that it can be explained in 

any particular way. 
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Because internal coherence is of such epistemological 

or justificatory importance, theories that exhibit it are 

not in an analogous situation to that of singular 

non-rational beliefs. Their coherence places them on 

firmer ground. Sexist ideological views may impress us 

with their ability to present a coherent and consistent 

description of events. This may be, in part, why they are 

so difficult to combat. Whereas non-rational explanations 

for singular beliefs may constitute sufficient 

anti-justificatory grounds for their rejection, regarding 

coherent bodies of beliefs something further is required. 

This further requirement is, I suspect, that they run 

against important extra-theoretical beliefs that we hold. 

Their degree of 'internal' coherence makes it necessary to 

appeal to 'external' considerations in order to do away 

with them. In the case of sexist structures of reasoning, 

these considerations are probably going to be moral. But 

they need not be. We might appeal to a number of different 

considerations. As in science, we might appeal to some 

principle of simplicity, or to 'pragmatic' considerations. 

The theory, though 'internally coherent' may simply be too 

otiose, or else we simply may not require it. We might on 

these kinds of grounds reject Hegel. The account may, as 

religions sometimes do, make wildly implausible factual 

claims. They may predict the end of the world by a 
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particular date, or describe miraculous events. But if a 

theory does not run afoul of such principles or 

considerations, its explicability in non-rational terms 

will not be sufficient grounds for its rejection. It is 

for this reason that I suspect we are more inclined to keep 

morality and speculative metaphysical theories, than belief 

systems such as those of religion, sexist ideology, or 

doctrines of racial superiority. Both kinds of systems may 

be subject to non-rational explanations, and exhibit a kind 

of 'internal' rationality, but we reject only that system 

which runs against our other extra-theoretical convictions. 

In order to show that non-rational explanations can 

constitute anti-justifications, or something like them, for 

conceptual frameworks whose fundamental coherence may serve 

to justify their claims, something more than a 

comprehensive explanatory account of constituent 

theoretical claims is needed. 

2.3. Undermininq Evidence 

On anotheraccount, we don't need to non-rationally 

explain each constituent claim of a theory, or all of the 

principles which threatened beliefs may appeal to for 

justification, in order to construe non-rational accounts 
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as capable of mitigating against the theory as a whole. We 

need not, accordingly, specify a function, or provide some 

causal history, for each principle of a theory. We need 

not do this if we take beliefs to rely for their legitimacy 

not on appeals to justificatory principles which may 

themselves be explanatorily undermined, but regard them as 

ones that are self-evidently true, or intuitively knowable 

as true. Perhaps we think that normal human beings have 

some special capacity or faculty of awareness that permits 

them to acquire 'immediate' and 'direct' moral 'knowledge'. 

And perhaps we think that the beliefs that are directly 

based upon this capacity might form the foundation for our 

moral principles, or that our principles can be understood 

to be generalized claims that are ultimately derived from 

particular intuitions. In this case, we would need merely 

to provide non-rational explanations or interpretations for 

those factors which we understand to serve as the 'basis' 

of our theories, in order to undermine the accounts as a 

whole. 

Richard Miller has an argument from non-rational 

explanation that seems to work against this conception of 

morality, and which seems to me to be convincing.(19) In 

what follows, I shall argue that it is not however, as he 

supposes it to be, a general argument against morality, and 

hence we need not view it as a general, or conclusive, 
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threat. He suggests that non-rational (what he calls, 

unnecessarily, "causal") explanations may undermine our 

confidence in the "evidence" which he supposes our moral 

beliefs to be based on. 

Miller takes the ideology thesis, as I have, to be an 

epistemological hypothesis which concerns the integrity of 

beliefs and systems of beliefs. When he reads Marx's 

comments on ideology and the content of ideology, he sees a 

process of epistemological "undermining" going on. 

With its limited role and speculative 
status, does the distinctive, causal aspect 
of Marx's thesis that morality is ideology 
make any contribution to his case against 
morality? I think it does. By offering an 
alternative interpretation of our feelings 
of attraction toward the moral point of 
view in politics, the thesis of ideology 
undermines the use of those feelings as 
evidence. (20) 

For Miller, Marx's conception of ideology is "false  

consciousness".(21) Ideologies necessarily distort. The 

difficulty for Miller, and for us is, how (Marxological 

questions aside) do they distort and why are they false? 

At most, an ideological belief is one which has a social 

function, and one which can be explained in terms of this 

function. It should not, strictly speaking, follow from 

this that an ideological belief is false. The fact that 

the pervasive adherence to the belief that 'stealing is 
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wrong' has a particular function and that it can be 

explained in terms of this function (both, I should add, 

rather contentious claims themselves), does not entail its 

falsity. Miller is conscious of this objection: 

The argument from origins to the 
assessment of validity is supposed to be a 
fallacy, so monstrous that it has a name, 
'the genetic fallacy'. What would be 
fallacious is the assumption that ideas are 
debunked simply by tracing their origins to 
social interests. This assumption is 
especially implausible for moral ideas. 
For example, a strong duty to be hospitable 
to strangers is accepted by traditional 
Eskimoes because of a common interest in 
such hospitality in a semi-nomadic society 
where any family may be struck down in the 
constant battle with nature. This 
explanation does not debunk. If anything, 
it justifies. Still, some causes are so 
inappropriate to some beliefs that the 
belief should be abandoned if we find it, 
in the final analysis, to be due to such a 
cause. (22) 

For Miller, there are some non-rational explanations which 

can count against validity, not by entailing that certain 

beliefs are false, but by undermining our confidence in the 

factors which are typically thought to justify our 

retaining or adopting them. These will specify causes 

which are, as he puts it, "inappropriate" to a particular 

belief. He cites the example of a lab technician whose 

dirty hands contaminate the microbial culture of a patient 

being tested for a throat infection. The fact that the 
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cause of the streptococcus colony in the petrie dish can be 

traced to the lab technician's hands is normally sufficient 

reason to reject the belief that the patient has a strep 

throat. Whether the patient does, in fact, have a strep 

throat (i.e., whether the belief is true) is irrelevant to 

the question of whether we are in a position to justify 

this claim. "It is no fallacy", he writes, "to deny that 

we are in a position to make this claim, since the causes 

of our belief would be inappropriate". 

What determines whether a cause is "inappropriate"? 

Miller seems less clear on this, but I think his point is, 

on the face of it, a good one. 

In all these cases, the line between 
appropriate and inappropriate causes of 
evidence is drawn in roughly the following 
way: the claim that a phenomenon is 
evidence for a hypothesis is supported by a 
causal explanation making it unlikely that 
the phenomenon would have occurred if the, 
hypothesis had not been valid. By the same 
token, the evidential claim is undermined 
by a causal account making it likely that 
the phenomenon would have occurred 
regardless of the validity of the 
hypothesis. (23) 

According to Miller, just as we would have to deny 

that the phenomenon of an infected petrie dish is evidence 

in support of the hypothesis that the patient has a strep 

throat, we would have to deny that our moral feelings and 
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intuitions can serve as evidence in support of the 

hypothesis embodied by moral claims, given some causal 

account which makes it likely that the phenomenon 

(respectively, the infected petrie dish, and moral 

feelings) would occur regardless of the veracity of the 

claims they are to serve as evidence for. Miller thus can 

be read as contending that non-rational explanations, such 

as those of historical materialism, thus undermine our 

justificatory appeals to moral feelings. 

Miller's analysis is extremely quick, and consequently 

there are gaps in the explicit structural presentation of 

the view that need filling in. We don't typically justify 

particular moral claims by appealing to fundamental 

'feelings', rather, we often appeal, at this level, to 

moral principles which can in turn be rationalized or 

justified by other more highly posited principles. Because 

of this, it would be absurd to suggest that the fact that 

my particular moral judgement that 'stealing is wrong' is 

undermined by the fact that we can offer non-rational 

explanations for my believing it. We can often cite 

independent,.justificatory criteria -in support of such a 

belief. And it is this fact that allows us to, quite 

reasonably, suppose that explaining and justifying are 

largely distinct from each other. But (somewhat 

paradoxically) the principles themselves must be 



47 

rationalized in terms of particularized judgments whose 

basis is the feelings referred to by Miller. In other 

words, eventually, at some point, the normative system must 

be 'plugged in' to the world via our most fundamental 

intuitions. It is these intuitions whose capacity to 

'rationalize' or serve as evidence in support of the system 

as an entirety is undermined. 

It is important to recognize that Miller's theory of 

undermining evidence is really drawn from his thoughts on 

forms of scientific reasoning. He bases his conclusion to 

a great extent on his implicit assumption that moral and 

scientific beliefs are based on 'evidence' in ways that are 

analogous to each other. But really, the two are 

disanalogous. In fact, to describe our moral feelings and 

intuitions as 'evidence', in the same way that observable 

phenomena can constitute evidence in support of empirical 

claims, is misleading. Consider his argument more closely: 

Miller's example cites the infected petrie dish and the 

strep throat. 

C. Alternative causal account 
(dirty hands) 

<.------

A. Evidence (infected petrie dish) 

<---- B. Hypothesis 
(strep throat) 
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In the above, the arrows are meant to describe putative 

'causal' relationships between the components of the model. 

Perhaps we have, initially, reasons to suspect that B is 

the cause of A. After all, normally when we encounter an 

infected petrie dish, it is because the patient has a strep 

throat. It is true that we often describe, in science, 

effects as 'evidence' in support of hypotheses which 

describe their antecedent causes. In short, we 'infer' 

causes from effects, and then say that the latter 

constitute evidence for the former. It is also true that 

normally once some plausible alternative causal account (C) 

ofA is discovered, we do no longer say with confidence 

that it is B which causes A, nor can we say that A 

constitutes evidence for B. Until we know which of C or B 

(which are, in this context, the subjects in alternative 

hypotheses) causes A, we 

hypothesis A is evidence 

undermine our confidence 

must reserve judgement on which 

for. Thus the presence of C does 

in A as evidence for B. Now, 

Miller seems to assume that we can use the same model to 

understand how our moral feelings relate to our moral 

beliefs. 
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C'. Alternative causal account 
<----- (historical materialism) 

A'. Evidence 
(moral feelings) 

<---- B'. Hypothesis 
(moral beliefs) 

Here, if we are to say that A' is to serve as evidence for 

B', it must be the case that this is because B' causes A' 

(or perhaps, otherwise explains A', though Miller's use of 

causal language is not restricted to his scientific 

example). But it seems absurd to suggest, on other than 

the most crudely intuitionistic account of moral knowledge, 

that the fact that the moral claim is true somehow 

'causes', or otherwise explains, the feeling that arises in 

us about the moral claim. If we could make sense of the 

relationship between moral feelings and moral claims 

('hypotheses') in 'evidential' terms, it might be the case 

that C' may undermine A' as evidence which supports B', but 

we cannot, and hence C' does not do this. Miller's example 

is simply an inappropriate one to use in order to help us 

to understandmore clearly the relationship between moral 

feelings and beliefs. 

I suspect that Miller's account, even if accepted, 

counts against only some conceptions of morality, and it is 

subject to certain limitations as a result. Contrary to 
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what he seems to suppose, and fortunately for morality, it 

can be argued that, even if we could, we do not need to 

think of our moral feelings as "evidence" for moral claims, 

in spite of the apparent fact that ultimately we may allow 

that morality relies on them to a large extent. 

'Non-foundationalist' interpretations of Rawls' methodology 

are a case in point. We wouldn't, following this 

justificatory route, want to say that feelings constitute 

"evidence" which support moral principles any more than we 

would want to describe the constituent principles of a 

moral theory as "evidence" which supports our feelings. 

Evidence, though it is subject to interpretation, is 

normally thought to be incontrovertible in a way that moral 

feelings in a non-foundationalist context are not. 

Granted, this interpretation can be resisted by those who 

point out, as Daniel Little does, that even in a 

non-foundationalist theory of justification whose primary 

method is roughly coherentist: 

The coherence argument does not itself  
confer justificatory weight on its 
conclusion; it is a general form of 
argument rather than a source of 
justification. In order to know whether 
the argument has justificatory weight, it 
is necessary to know what the content of 
the argument is. Merely to conclude that 
'T encompasses all of our beliefs in the 
smoothest and most consistent way' does not 
serve to justify T. Rather, we must add 
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that the bulk of our beliefs are credible 
to some degree.(24) 

This objection has a familiar 'realist' ring to it. The 

response might seem equally familiar. For the proponent of 

a non-foundationalist, coherentist epistemology in moral 

theory, our only means of assessing whether the particular 

moral beliefs which make up this "bulk" are "credible" is 

to note whether they cohere with the rest in a "consistent" 

way. 

I am not interested in taking a position on this 

question, short of pointing out that such accounts have had 

a great impact on contemporary meta-ethical thought. At 

most, Miller succeeds in undermining a construal of 

morality which is narrowly conceived in terms of moral 

fouridationalism, and this constitutes a definite limitation 

of his argument. For it is only on this account that moral 

feelings are interpreted in the way that Miller supposes. 

Feelings are not necessarily, in moral philosophy, held to 

be capable of serving as evidence in support of moral 

knowledge claims in the same way that observable phenomena 

can constitute evidence in support of empirical claims, and 

its history is filled with attempts to ground moral claims 

in something which is purportedly less capricious. 



52 

2.4. Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have attempted to show, via a 

'Marxist' conception of ideology which is conceived in 

terms of the epistemological relevance of non-rational 

explanations, how such explanations might serve to 

undermine both moral beliefs and theoretical systems of 

beliefs, without necessarily committing any grave fallacy. 

If the argument of this chapter is correct, we should not 

seek refuge in dogmatic assertions about epistemologically 

unbridgeable conceptual chasms between 'explanations' and 

'justifications'. It should not be held that non-rational 

explanations are never of any epistemological significance. 

Indeed, it is possible to isolate cases where, as I have 

argued, non-rational explanations may serve to justify the 

rejection of beliefs. Nevertheless, it is still a rather 

weak claim, for this epistemological function applies 

exclusively to those beliefs which themselves lack positive 

justification. But this point aside, the fact that 

normative and moral theories may be in an epistemological 

position which is similar to individual non-rational 

beliefs may convince us that these too may be explanatorily 

undermined. The problem is that the internal logical and 

conceptual coherence of theories is itself normally 

considered to be of some epistemological significance, and 
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may serve to lend some justificatory force to particular 

moral claims. Miller's account, which attempts to show how 

non-rational explanations, like that of historical 

materialism's, should undermine our confidence in the 

'evidence' on which moral theory is putatively based, fails 

for similar reasons, reasons which involve the nature of 

our conceptions of the theory we are trying to undermine. 

Just as the fact that we do attribute epistemological 

importance to the coherence of our theory prevents us from 

dismissing them when they are comprehensively explained, so 

too does the fact that we need not (if Rawls is correct) 

always view them as being based on some foundation. 

Whether these observations are taken to be a radical claim 

for the epistemological importance of non-rational 

explanations of moral beliefs, or to be relatively 

inconsequential for the epistemological integrity of moral 

theory depends, I suppose, on where one's convictions at 

the meta-theoretical level lie. 



CHAPTER THREE 

EXPLANATION IN MORAL THEORY 

3.1. Introduction:  The Arqument  

It is possible, I have argued, to isolate a sense in 

which particular sorts of beliefs might be rejected in the 

light of certain non-rational explanations for them. Yet 

this is only true, it seems, of beliefs that we may want to 

discard regardless of whether they are non-rationally 

explicable, that lack a cogent positive justification. 

Furthermore, non-rational explanations may prompt us to 

reject 'non-rational' beliefs, but most moral beliefs, and 

morality in general, are not in the precarious 

epistemological position which singular unsupported beliefs 

are in. Moral beliefs may be justified by further moral 

claims, while morality itself, as a complex system of 

beliefs, may satisfy the important epistemological 

criterion of coherence, aresource that is denied singular 

non-rational beliefs. And the idea that non-rational 

explanations for moral 'feelings' somehow must undermine 

their use as 'evidence' in support of moral claims only 

seems to count against some conceptions of morality--

54 
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conceptions that moral philosophers need not feel compelled 

to adopt. Regarding the justification of moral beliefs, it 

seems clear that non-rational explanations do not 

constitute a severe threat, and that, generally speaking, 

we can say that the existence of such explanatory accounts 

of morality and moral beliefs need not be viewed as 

problematic by moral philosophers. 

Although the attempt to 'explain away' or 'do away' 

with morality in this way is unlikely to meet with success, 

it can be characterized as one of the possible ways in 

which explaining might be pertinent to evaluating. In this 

Chapter, and in Chapter Four, I will be concerned with 

describing a second possibility, and defining its 

relationship to the idea that explaining and evaluating 

involve entirely different considerations. The second 

possibility, I shall argue, is one which meets with more 

success. It concerns the extent to which a moral 

assessment my be affected by the question of which factors 

can be cited in explanations for it.' Here, morality is 

under no 'threat from without' from certain types of 

explaining, rather, it is just that we typically consider, 

when morally evaluating, those factors which help to 

explain what we are assessing. This is particularly true 

of actions as objects of moral assessment (objects that are 

of central concern for moral philosophers). We normally 
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regard factors such as emotions, intentions, reasons, and 

wants as important considerations for how we should morally 

regard particular actions. It is true that we normally 

will evaluate aqents with these sorts of considerations in 

mind. We often suppose that agents who exhibit certain 

morally desirable psychological traits are to be evaluated 

differently from those that do not. And it is often, even 

usually, the case that these psychological factors are the 

same as those considerations that bear favourably on our 

assessments of actions. But where actions are concerned it 

is clearly the case that it is not only the mere presence 

of such psychological factors that is important, but also 

their capacity to motivate, determine, and explain the 

actions being assessed. Kant describes actions of moral 

worth as those which are done "for the sake of duty"; i.e., 

those whose explanations are necessarily given in terms of 

certain antecedent motivational states. Schopenhauer 

describes such acts as those which are committed by agents 

whose motives are, at the very least, non-egoistic or not 

those of self-interest.(25) 

The idea that such explanatory factors are pertinent to 

assessments of action runs against the general notion that 

explanatory accounts are never important for moral 

assessment. This is the dichotomy that has been described 

in Chapter One. We can state it simply here. 
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(a) Explanations for objects of moral 
analysis never bear on or affect the course 
of their moral assessments. Explanations 
and evaluations are logically distinct. 

Though plausible, (a) is nevertheless at odds with the 

following assertion about the scope of moral theory and the 

nature of the considerations which are relevant to the 

analysis of actions: 

(b) Moral philosophers are typically 
concerned with the assessment of 
psychological states, intentions, 
dispositions, emotions, pro-attitudes and 
the like, and commonly hold that the 
existence of such states bears on or 
affects the assessment of associated 
actions. Call the set of these states set 
X. A careful analysis of how moral 
theorists treat members of X will support 
three claims. 

(1) The members of X are legitimate objects 
of moral analysis. They are not 
straightforwardly neutral from the point of 
view of ethical assessment, as are 
inanimate objects, involuntary actions and 
the like; 

(ii) The evaluation of members of X can 
ultimately affect the evaluation of 
actions. That is, what we say about 
members of X can and does bear on what we 
ultimately want to say about" the associated 
actions; 

and 

(iii) It is the capacity of members of X to 
explain actions which itself can best 
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account for this pertinence to the ethical 
evaluations of actions. That is, it is the 
status of intentions and the like as 
'antecedent conditions' of actions that 
renders them relevant to what we say about 
the moral status of the latter. 
'Explanatory capacity' is a necessary 
condition for considering the assessment of 
a factor which surrounds an action 
pertinent to the assessment of that action. 

(a) and the sets of claims in (b) are each, I suspect, 

equally plausible and yet at odds with each other. This 

need not give rise to an insoluble paradox however; I hope 

to demonstrate that we can keep both the notion that 

explanations are, from the perspective of several important 

moral theories, distinguishable from evaluations of 

actions, while maintaining that, from the perspective of a 

comprehensive state of reflective equilibrium among all of 

our important moral judgments and principles, explanatory 

factors are themselves liable to evaluation, and their 

moral assessments bear crucially on those of actions. That 

is, 

(c) Claims (a) and (b) can be reconciled 
within the context of a comprehensive moral 
theoretical perspective. 

Since it would be misleading to, at this point, 

provide a theory-laden description of members of X, I will 

refrain from defining the membership of the set any more 
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elaborately than to point out its candidate members: these 

are those motivational states that typically have a central 

part in moral thinking i.e., 'reasons' for doing, 

intentions to do, and a range of emotions and psychological 

motives that are commonly associated with doing.(26) In 

the terminology which I have introduced thus far, they thus 

include both 'rational' and 'non-rational' factors. As the 

discussion progresses, it will become increasingly clear 

what the nature of the membership is, from the perspective 

of moral theory, until we can conceive of the set as being 

of motivational states, where it is their capacity to 

motivate (and hence to explain) action that determines 

their pertinence to the the evaluation of acts. 

3.2. A Comprehensive Moral Theory:  Method 

Much of what occurs in the following chapters 

regarding the issues raised by (a) and (b)(i)-(iii) should 

be considered in the light of what I shall call a 

'comprehensive moral theory'. This is a general moral 

perspective which should include, though not on a priori  

grounds, all of our important intuitions regarding both the 

scope of moral assessment, and particular moral problems. 

Much of this should be straightforward, but it is worth 
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discussing the merits and pertinence of such a meta-ethical 

approach, in view of the fact that it is somewhat 

controversial, and since attempts to justify particular 

claims by appealing to a 'comprehensive' account seem, on 

their own, to be rather glib. Those who have read their 

Rawls and who find his methodology to be ultimately useful 

(even if it doesn't succeed in deriving an 'ought' from an 

'is') might consider skipping the rest of this chapter. 

(a) and (b)(i)-(iii) have implications regarding two 

issues, the first of which bears on the second. (1) What 

factors affect the moral evaluation of acts, and (2) What 

are the proper objects of moral theory. (1) bears on (2) 

since, if a particular factor is found to be an important 

consideration regarding the assessment of acts, it is also 

likely to be worthy of moral judgment. Consequences, for 

example, might be pertinent to the analysis of actions, and 

if so, the range of analysis is effectively broadened to 

include them.(27) While our judgments concerning (1), 

which are themselves germane to particular theoretical 

approaches to the evaluation of actions, can bear on the 

issue of how broadly to extend the range of moral theory, 

there are other more 'methodological' or 'meta-theoretical' 

considerations which ought to be taken into account when 

deciding what to say about this latter subject. This is 

the issue of how to justify claims about whether a 
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particular object is an appropriate one for this mode of 

analysis. In what follows I shall argue that Rawls' 

methodology is the most effective available for the 

purposes of resolving the problems posed by (a) and (b), 

since it allows us to treat the claims we are seeking to 

reconcile in a number of ways: to revise them, reject 

them, or keep them as they are. 

That our 'solutions' to problems encountered at the 

meta-ethical level are pertinent to the determination of 

the range of moral theory can be shown in the following 

way. (a) and (b) make assertions about the scope of moral 

theory which are largely at odds with each other. 

According to the former, a particular set of objects 

(namely, those factors which explain some object of 

assessment) are never of normative importance, while the 

latter contends that at least some of them are. Applying 

these claims in the form of general principles would yield 

paradoxical conclusions. We might try to say something 

intelligent about an action from the perspective of one of 

the principles that would be straightforwardly incorrect 

from the point of view of the-other. Our success in 

resolving such a paradox depends in large part on what sort 

of justificatory criteria we adopt for what constitutes an 

appropriate object of moral assessment. How might we 

justify such claims? Well, we could develop a radically 



62 

intuitionistic approach which ascribes what Rawls calls 

'primacy' to our intuitive responses on the issue. We 

could say that, in view of the fact that these responses 

favour both (a) and (b), that both are true. It may be, 

for example, that two general strands of a moral theory 

that are each roughly coherent with each other may 

nevertheless each generate particular judgments that are at 

odds with those of the other perspective. But where this 

happens frequently we will want to say that something is 

amiss, that one of the perspective must either go or be 

revised. I think that it is safe to say that, at least in 

part, a reasonable goal for moral theory would be to 

achieve a high degree of coherence, and that in spite of 

skepticism about this possibility, such an achievement 

would be widely applauded if it occurred. Hence, it seems 

not unreasonable to seek reconciliation in some way when 

conflicts arise. Both the attempt to establish a moral 

theory exclusively on the basis of intuitively plausible 

particular judgments, and exclusively on the basis of 

unrevisable moral principles seem deficient in this 

respect. A crude intuitionism lacks the complex 

theoretical dimensionswhich allow us to say something 

helpful and intelligent about two (or more) prima facie  

plausible, but conflicting, claims; in effect, it precludes 

the possibility of using a theoretical analysis as a means 
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of resolving problems of incoherence. At the other 

extreme, we could adopt 'categorically true' theoretical 

convictions which we might hold to be unfalsiEiab1e in 

terms of our considered judgments, but the fact that such a 

methodology would render our claims impervious to 

counter-examples would make the resolution of paradoxes as 

unlikely as on the crude intuitionist account. 

There is a strongly 'foundationalist' aspect to either 

of these more extreme methods of justifying ethical claims, 

or claims about the proper scope of moral theory. 

Proponents of either approach would seek to build the 

remaining features of moral theory on these components 

alone, using one of them as the sole justificatory 

criterion.(28) Rawls' solution to the problem of 

justification is to use what might be interpreted as 

'coherence' as a criterion in a methodological process 

which would involve the incorporation of intuitive 

judgments and theoretical principles into a sophisticated 

and logically coherent framework. One author describes it 

in the following way: 

The chief import of Rawls' choice of the 
coherence epistemology is its implicit 
rejection of a foundationalist theory of 
knowledge, according to which some class of 
statements is epistemologically basic and 
unrevisable. Rawls instead borrows a 
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chapter from Goodman and Quine and depicts 
moral reasoning as a mutual adjustment of 
beliefs at every level, in which no belief 
is immune from revision.(29) 

For our purposes, Rawls' solution to the problems of 

'foundationalism' is of interest since it offers the 

possibility of dealing with the paradox posed by (a) and 

(b) in more fruitful ways. We might, since the use of such 

a justificatory framework renders everything vulnerable to 

either falsification or revision, either respectively 

reject one of (a) or (b), or restrict their application to 

some particularized context by 'revising' them. 

The justificatory criteria that I will use will be 

explicitly non-foundationalist. That is, they will not be 

held to be beyond the reach of critical scrutiny, nor will 

they hold any particular principles to be beyond 

examination. (a), and any such contention, is true on this 

account if it can be shown to be capable of incorporation 

into a coherent theoretical scheme. Essentially, this will 

involve a Rawlsian method of 'reflective deliberation' 

whose ultimate goal is astate of reflective equilibrium 

among all of our pre-theoretical notions. I say that the 

Rawlsian system seems to me to be the 'best available' at 

least partly because the so-called 'foundationalist' 

accounts do not seem capable of providing a set of 
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straightforward and unambiguous criteria that potential 

objects of moral assessment could satisfy. Acts, the 

consequences of acts, and the conditions which give rise to 

or explain acts, might at one time or another strike 

philosophers as being of perhaps primary importance, 

sometimes by virtue of their capacity to satisfy some set 

of highly theoretical meta-criteria' for what sorts of 

phenomena are the legitimate objects of evaluation, and 

sometimes simply because they cohere with particular 

judgments, and both are deficient where the resolution of 

paradox is concerned. Admittedly, even using Rawisian 

methodology, attempting to convince a staunch Kantian, for 

example, that 'states of affairs' , consequences, and 

utility ought to have at least some bearing on the 

evaluation of an action, would not be a simple task. But 

such a program provides some conceptual grounds for 

solutions to moral and meta-ethical problems. In the 

context of the argument to come regarding the relationship 

between explaining and justifying and the issue of whether 

all the conditions antecedent to acts should be considered 

pertinent to their assessments, such a framework in turn 

provides an (albeit somewhat 'indeterminate') context from 

which to examine such claims. 

I shall call the outcome of this Rawisian approach to 

the issues of what are proper game for the moral 
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philosopher, and-- since acts are typically objects of 

central concern for moral philosophers-- of what factors 

should bear on their evaluations, a comprehensive moral  

theory. Comprehensive moral theories will, whatever else 

they turn out to be, provide a theoretical account of all 

the considerations which one would want to say might 

plausibly bear on the analysis of action. It is in light 

of the assumed cogency of such a perspective that the 

arguments posed in the following chapters should be 

considered. 

In what follows, a section is devoted to discussion of 

the scope of moral theory; that is, to the issue of what 

constitutes its proper objects of analysis, and to a 

systematic review of some of what I take to be our more 

plausible notions regarding this. Since (a) and (b)(i) 

deal directly with this topic and are, in fact, opposing 

claims, a single section will suffice for them together. A 

subsequent chapter is devoted to analyses of the further 

claims (b)(ii), (b)(iii) and (c). 

3.3. A Comprehensive Moral Theory:  Content  

What will a comprehensive moral theory look like? 

What considerations will, after this process of 
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'deliberation' is over, be deemed important? Let us take 

stock of our pre-theoretical commitments. 

Firstly, there is the claim in (a) to the effect that 

explaining how an action comes to be done, and evaluating 

it, are entirely separate affairs. This notion described 

in (a) is often used to delineate the proper limits of 

moral comment. It is also used, in one form or another, to 

distinguish between, firstly, the disciplines that are 

typically thought to provide the descriptive and 

explanatory accounts which help us to understand the 

physical and social structures that we encounter, and, 

secondly, those which help us to understand what our 

attitudes toward them should be, and what we should do 

about them. One might speculate that its source could lie 

with the much heralded distinctions between the realms of 

facts and values, descriptions and imperatival assertions, 

'is' statements and 'ought' statements, 'explanations' and 

'justifications': dichotomies that can be traced to Hume, 

and which have been reinforced by twentieth century 

positivism. I suspect that at the heart of the sentiment 

is the fact/value dichotomy. To explain a phenomenon, it 

might accordingly be contended, is to provide an account of 

how it comes to exist. And such explanations would consist 

exclusively of so-called 'factual' citations and 

statements. Moral assessment, on the other hand, deals 
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with the separate question of whether it ouqht to exist. 

Psychologists may tell you why you do something, but not 

whether it ought to be done. Marx's story about the 

historical development of societies is reputed to be at 

odds with, or at least necessarily distinct from, his 

scathing indictments of the evils of pre-socialist epochs. 

The radical 'social scientific' analyses of Miliband and 

Sweezy are held to be purely factual analyses of what sort 

of legal systems to expect to arise in late capitalism, and 

are entirely distinct from any moral assessment of 

juridical conceptions or structures. 

Moral philosophers will typically be concerned with 

evaluating actions; with working with and applying certain 

theoretical conceptions to particular situations in order 

to appraise acts. The dichotomy would implausibly assert 

that the factors which help us to understand how actions 

come to be undertaken or committed by agents are not 

relevant to their (the actions') moral assessment. Morally 

assessing an action, according to this notion, is entirely 

different from explaining how it comes to be acted upon, 

since in general,to explain is to integrate something into 

some broad 'factual' scheme of things; to show how it 

relates to the rest of the world. Since morality is 

concerned not with the facts, or with the nature of such 

broad factual schemes, but with 'values', or with the 



69 

evaluative desirability of alternative schemes, the precise 

nature of the facts as they now stand is of, at best, only 

pragmatic, and not moral, interest. (It is, or may be, of 

concern to those who must specify ways of bringing about 

the alternative schemes that are prescribed by morality). 

From this, we might expect the theoretical criteria used to 

assess actions to be different from the sorts of 

considerations that come into play when one is explaining 

them. Whereas the latter are broadly descriptive, the 

former are typically those of moral theory or theories. Do 

the actions, we might ask, accord with deontological 

requirements and/or consequentialist considerations? 

Not much more needs to be stated about the idea that 

explaining and evaluating are distinct sorts of activities. 

It should be immediately recognizable by philosophers, and 

strike both natural and social scientists as a natural 

extension of the notion of a wertfreiheit analysis. But 

there are problems involved with the dichotomy. Most 

obvious, and the one which has, at least in part thanks to 

the so-called 'Frankfurt School', received the most amount 

of attention, is the problematic nature of value-freedom 

itself. My examination of (a) and (b)(i) deals not with 

the issue of whether such value freedom is possible or 

desirable, within the realm of explanatory accounts of 

human behaviour and action, but with the problem of to what 
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extent we can develop a theory which is completely free of 

explanation. I suspect that just as it has been argued 

that explanations (in science and elsewhere) are difficult 

to construe as being completely 'value free', moral 

assessment incorporates explanatory accounts of the objects 

that it seeks to evaluate. Morality, where actions are 

concerned, is far from being 'explanation free'. 

In addition to the explanatory/evaluative dichotomy 

described by (a), there are a variety of different 

normative perspectives through which to critically assess 

the antecedent psychological states, acts, and consequences 

which are typically subject to such evaluations which might 

be isolated within the context of moral theory. Each of 

the perspectives tends to view the relationships between 

those various objects of evaluation differently. 

Consequentialists will argue that the value of an action is 

determined by the 'state of affairs' to which it leads. 

Deontologists will contend that acts have an 'intrinsic' 

value or disvalue quite apart from these states of affairs, 

and that this value is determined by the position which 

such acts hold with respect to the principles of a 

deontological theory. The accounts of some deontologically 

inclined theorists, such as Kant and Schopenhauer, seem to 

suggest, at least implicitly, that the value of an action 

is determined by the existence or non-existence of 
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particular psychological states or motivations. We have 

then, at least three perspectives on the factors which 

might affect the evaluation of acts: 

(1) Perspectives which consider acts in 
isolation from their consequences, degree 
of 'utility', or the antecedent motivations 
and the like, which give rise to them. The 
value of an act is determined by its 
capacity to satisfy, or accord with, moral 
principles. 

(2) Consequentialist perspectives: these 
contend that the value of acts is 
determined primarily by the consequences 
with which they are associated. (Roughly: 
a 'good' act is one which leads to 'good' 
consequences, etc.) 

(3) Perspectives which cpnsider the 
antecedent psychological states of agents: 
these contend that the moral status of acts 
is determined primarily by the existence or 
non-existence of certain antecedent 
psychological states which are typically 
held to motivate or prompt agents to act, 
and/or which explain the occurrence of the 
act. 

We can isolate a sense in which we can assess an 

action without regard to its consequences, or to what 

factors motivated it, or what were the reasons behind it, 

etc. (that is, from a point of view which entirely 

excludes the intentions and other motivating and 

action-inspiring factors associated with the agent, or any 
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consideration of the act's utility). And there must be 

similar senses in which we can consider how such 

assessments are affected by either consequences or 

antecedent motivations. On its own, I think, each 

perspective is bound to be deficient. A 'Rawisian' account 

of what factors bear on the assessment of action will 

likely, I think, include all three. Yet as things stand, a 

difficulty arises concerning the fact that, at least on the 

face of it, the third perspective explicitly contradicts 

(a) by supporting the set of claims in (b). In fact, this 

is no accident. (b)(i)(iii) are intended to precisely 

express this third perspective. In order to determine if 

there are reasonable grounds for incorporating the third 

perspective within a 'comprehensive' account, we must 

examine (b)(i)(iii). Are there good reasons to believe 

that the set of claims in (b)(iii) are 'true', in spite of 

the fact that they are at odds with the dichotomy described 

in (a)? 

Let us begin with the general claim asserted in (b)(i) 

which merely makes a point about inclusion: i.e., about 

• including a particular class of potential objects of 

ethical analysis. There are a wide range of factors that I 

have suggested for the membership of X. These include 

intentions, motives, reasons, emotions, wants, etc. I 

think a case can be made for including each of them as 
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proper objects of moral assessment and concern. There are 

two points on this which are worth mentioning. 

The first point counts in favour of including 

intentions. There is a strong inclination on the part of 

moral philosophers to assess intentions, and to do so in 

terms of the acts which they are intentions to do. We 

often want to say that an intention to commit an act of 

violence is itself of some degree of disvalue peculiar 

exclusively to it, although we may want to allow that the 

disvalue of an intention is in some sense not intrinsic, 

i.e., that it is contingent on the nature of our assessment 

of corresponding actions. Consider, to take one example, 

the extent to which philosophers who are intent on 

producing worthwhile ethical analyses of nuclear deterrence 

policy worry about problems which themselves depend on 

conceptions of acts and the motivational factors which 

surround them as being both of importance to what is 

essentially a moral issue. Notice that construals of 

deterrence policy as being fundamentally paradoxical 

require our acceptance of, at the very least, some 

principlevery much like Kavka's 'Wrongful Intentions 

Principle' (WIP). According to WIP, it is wrong to intend 

to do that which it is wrong to do.(30) There is little 

doubt that intentions are typically regarded as legitimate 

objects of normative analysis. In the case of the WIP, a 
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situation exists in which our normative conclusions 

regarding an act bear directly on the moral status of the 

antecedent psychological state (in this case, an intention) 

which apparently explains it. A quick read through the 

philosophical literature on deterrence will be sufficient 

to show that, if our aim is to ultimately resolve the 

issue, intentions and their associated acts are not easily 

considered in isolation from one another. Indeed, it is 

this close conceptual connection between our moral 

conceptions of acts and the psychological states of the 

agents who do them which causes deterrence policy to seem 

so problematic to us. 

Much of the literature, for example, is concerned with 

the so-called 'paradox of deterrence'. In order to 

generate the 'paradox' , it is necessary to assume the 

W.I.P. together with certain corisequentialist contentions 

regarding the need to achieve or avoid some state of 

affairs. Regarding nuclear deterrence, one assumes that it 

is wrong to intend to use nuclear weapons, or perhaps more 

precisely, to have the intention to use nuclear weapons in 

the event that one's country has been attacked with such 

weapons. Since deterrence policy involves a (presumably) 

sincere threat to engage in a nuclear attack, it follows 

that the policy must be wrong. The paradox becomes evident 

when we also assume that the policy is the only one which, 
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pragmatically speaking, can prevent an initial outbreak of 

hostilities, so that in view of these supposed consequences 

we may be inclined to view the policy more favourably. 

Together, the two assumptions entail different and 

contradictory conclusions about nuclear deterrence. This 

becomes quite worrisome to moral philosophers, who appear 

to find themselves in a position where they have to 

establish a coherent view on a matter on which two 

prominent strains of normative ethics have vastly divergent 

things to say. 

The second point in favour of inclusion is that the 

moral conclusions we reach regarding intentions, and other 

members of X, can bear on what we say, from an evaluative 

perspective, about agents. Since a substantial class of 

our considered moral judgments express opinions about 

agents, the assessment of intentions plays a 

correspondingly important role in moral theory. That 

intentions and other members of this 'paradigmatic' class 

are pertinent to moral analysis, is evident not only from 

the fact that we typically hold them to be appropriate 

objects of assessment, but also from the fact that the 

nature of an agent's motivational'states can sometimes bear 

on what we want to say about the agent.(31) Obviously some 

of the more important factors to consider when evaluating 

an agent will include the characteristic features of their 
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personality, and it seems plausible to say that some of the 

more important of these regarding such assessments might be 

the antecedent motivations characteristic of particular 

agents. An agent whose motives and intentions are unknown 

may arouse our suspicion; while one whose motives are known 

to be morally corrupt, may inspire moral repugnance. An 

agent moved primarily by anger would fail to gain our moral 

sympathy. An agent who is consistently motivated by the 

wrong reasons may be viewed in a similar light (for 

example, someone who commits acts in the name of some 

movement which we find morally repugnant). How prominent a 

role one chooses to ascribe to such agent-focused 

evaluations in a moral theory is itself a contentious 

question, and one which may be answered in a number of 

different ways. The so-called 'perfectionism' implied in 

the early Marx's theory of alienation, or of Nietzsche in 

Beyond Good and Evil, are indicative of the central role 

that such accounts can play in moral theory. Contemporary 

attempts to formulate a version of perfectionism which does 

not suffer the deficiencies of earlier models tve sought 

to account for a wide range of considered judgments. 

Whether we would find it useful to construct such an 

agent-oriented theory is beside the point: the existence 

of such accounts should simply impress upon us the 

importance of evaluating agents in any moral theory. 
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of course, possibly the strongest evidence in favour 

of inclusion is the claim, in (b)(ii), to the effect that, 

normally, what we think about actions, from the point of 

view of moral assessment, is determined at least in part by 

our assessments of members of X. I have saved discussion 

of this point for Chapter Four, where I focus more 

intensively on the relationship between acts and members of 

X. 

3.4. Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have attempted to identify some of 

the more important pre-theoretical notions which I suspect 

might help to provide the beginnings of a comprehensive 

moral theory. As stated earlier in this Chapter, these 

notions will not be viewed as a set of unassailable first 

principles which form the foundation for such a theory. 

Any one of them may ultimately be rejected, or else revised 

in order to augment coherence. Of particular concern is 

the possibility of ,a logical contradiction between the 

dichotomy whose integrity is, asserted in (a), and the 

contentions in (b) to the effect that factors which are 

often taken to explain acts can be subject to normative 

scrutiny. (a) is, I think, a rather widely held 
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conviction, but in view of the fact that of the three 

perspectives which I believe to be central to any 

comprehensive moral analysis of action, one of them 

includes a perspective which holds that the existence of 

antecedent motives can affect our analyses of action, we 

may be forced to either reject or amend either of (a) or 

(b). What we do will be determined by the respective 

degrees to which we can incorporate either of these 

contentions into a coherent and comprehensive moral theory. 

As I have attempted to show in this chapter, there is a 

good case for, at the very least, including members of X 

among the class of appropriate objects of moral assessment. 

In the chapter that follows, I will attempt to strengthen 

the case for including the motivational factors described 

in (b) by providing an account of how they bear on 

assessments of acts [(b)(ii)], and to argue in favour of 

(b)(iii) by showing how it is the capacity of such 

motivating factors to 'explain' acts that helps to account 

for their relevance to the assessment of acts. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

ASSESSING ACTS 

4.1. Introduction 

It is true that, as it stands, KavkaTs WIP, which 

figures in some form or another in so much of the 

literature on deterrence, does tend to support (b)(i). It 

shows that intentions (as one paradigmatic member of our 

set X) can plausibly be treated as important objects of 

moral analysis by philosophers involved in the debate. 

Nevertheless, it does not constitute an example of how the 

moral status of intentions bears on their associated acts, 

but only of how the moral status of acts bears on our 

conclusions regarding their intentions. Both, after all, 

might be true: it might be the case that we will want to 

say that assessments of acts and their antecedent 

motivations can each affect the assessment of the other. 

In ChapterThree, the 'important point was simply that, in 

either case, the antecedent:motivational states described 

in (b) are legitimate objects of moral analysis. 

In this chapter, I will examine whether there are any 

grounds for accepting (b)(ii) and (b)(iii). That is, 

79 
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whether our moral opinions regarding members of X can bear 

on those regarding the actions with which they are 

antecedently associated, and further, whether it is the 

case that, as far as moral theory is concerned, the 

capacity to explain action is a necessary condition for 

(b)(ii) to correctly describe the relation between 

particular members of X and particular actions. My 

substantiation of both (b)(ii) and (b)(iii) owes much to 

Kant (in the Groundwork) and to Schopenhauer's account of 

morally significant action in On the Basis of Morality  

since together they succeed in expressing two fundamental 

strands in moral thought, strands which though they are 

diverse, have many structural features in common, ones that 

are central to moral thinking. The hope is to convince the 

reader that (b)(ii) and (b)(iii) represent accurate 

descriptions of these important features. 

4.2. (b)(ii)  

If there are good grounds. for .thinking that 

intentions, and other members of X, are appropriate game 

for the moral philosopher, are there also good reasons to 

suppose that, as I assert in (b)(ii), evaluations of 
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intentions, and other members of X, can bear on those of 

actions? (b)(ii) states that 

(b)(ii) the evaluation of members of x can 
ultimately affect the evaluation of 
actions. That is, what we want to say 
about members of X can and does bear on 
what we want to say about the associated 
actions. 

There is, I think, a prominent tradition in the history of 

moral philosophy of contentions that the evaluations of 

acts can be crucially affected by assessments of those 

motives, reasons, intentions, or emotions that determine 

them; one which is similar to the 'third' perspective 

described earlier (in Chapter Three). We do typically 

assess actions with regard to the antecedent psychological 

'states' which are commonly taken to motivate agents to do 

them. Consider, as an example, the act of visiting a 

person in the hospital. Now, certainly it is plausible to 

suggest that, ceteris paribus, the act of visiting someone 

who is ill while they are hospitalized can be construed as 

laudable from a moral point of view. Dependingon how 

closely one is related to or associated with the person one 

is visiting, such an act may be viewed as being one of 

slight moral worth, to one that is unambiguously 

supererogatory. Other considerations will, I suspect, 

include the question of what motivations underlie the act: 
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I may pay the visit out of a sincere concern for the 

well-being of the person, or. even merely out of a desire to 

do what is right. That the existence of evil intentions 

can also bear on the assessment of action also seems clear. 

A hospital visit carried out with 

assaulting the person who is ill, 

has been disinherited, seem to be 

that would inspire condemnation. 

the intention of 

or to determine if one 

good examples of acts 

Acts which are done out 

of malice or cruelty are usually held to be paradigmatic 

examples of moral ill-worth. 

Granted, the claim that actions typically are, or 

should be, assessed with regard to the members of X with 

which they are associated is one which seems germane to a 

moral perspective that considers assessments of. action from 

the agent's point of view. And this may not be the only 

relevant point of view. Conscientious acts, those done 

'for the right reasons', that have arisen out of an 

overwhelming feeling of altruism and concern for one's 

fellow creatures, and the like, may nevertheless be wrong. 

The particular way in which a member of X bears on the 

assessment of an act depends; not only on how we morally 

regard the member of X, but also on how we morally regard 

the action. A 'good' motive, for example, may bear on the 

assessment of acts which are respectively regarded as 

'good', 'bad', or morally 'neutral' in different ways. A 
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good motive can decisively determine the way we morally 

regard an act that is morally neutral in some 'objective' 

sense. It can enhance our moral favour for morally good 

acts, and ameliorate our opinion of bad acts. Running may 

be a morally neutral act, but were one to run in order to 

save the life of a stranger at great risk to one's own 

security, we would regard the act with great moral favour. 

The act of paying a visit to a sick friend is morally 

enhanced by its association with the motive of genuinely 

seeking to ensure that the person's stay is made as 

comfortable as possible. And acts that, objectively 

speaking, seem clearly evil, such as killing, may at least 

be ameliorated by the presence of an altruistic motive, or 

intention, as when one kills in order to end suffering. 

The presence of bad motives can affect the assessment 

of an act as well, although in perhaps different measures 

than the presence of good motives. A morally neutral act 

like running may be viewed with moral disfavour if one is 

running from the scene of a crime that one has committed 

(that is, with the intention or motive of evading justice). 

The presence of a member of X that is normally regarded 

with disfavour may enhance the degree of repugnance with 

which we may regard an objectively evil act. Torturing a 

political prisoner seems most horrible when committed for 

personal gain, or out of a sadistic pleasure, perhaps more 
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so than when it is done by an agent who is methodically 

following orders. The moral relationship between bad 

members of X and good acts is 'quantitatively' different 

from that which holds between good members of X and bad 

acts. The presence of a bad member of X typically causes 

us to view the associated act with complete moral 

disfavour, as in the example of paying the hospital visit 

in order to assault the patient. In contrast, the presence 

of a good member of X does not seem capable of completely 

vindicating an evil act. It merely, as in the euthanasia 

example, ameliorates the moral repugnance, that we have for 

the act to some limited extent, (Sometimes it may not even 

do this much). From these observations, it seems clear 

that the factors we must consider in order to evaluate an 

act do not end with the assessment of some member of X with 

which it may be associated; we must also consider the act 

from an agent-neutral, objective, perspective.(32) None of 

this, I think, really counts against the claim that we do 

normally assess actions with these factors in mind though. 

The claim is merely that the fact that an action arises 

from a particular member of X bears on (as opposed to 

conclusively determines) assessments of action. 

It may also be true that different members of X may 

bear on acts to different degrees or extents. Perhaps we 

may think acts are worse when they are determined by bad 
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intentions, than by bad motives, or by unworthy emotions. 

In part, this may be due to the fact that some of them may 

be more closely connected with particular acts than others. 

Intentions seem relatively closely associated with acts. 

Intentions are, perhaps necessarily, intentions to do 

something. They may 

without reference to 

is true that one can 

not even be 

some actual 

entirely understandable 

or potential action. It 

do something with a view to, or with 

the intention of, doing something else, and so we can say 

that intentions may have as their objects something which 

goes beyond the act that it gives rise to. But this is 

only because the same act may be subsumed under a variety 

of different descriptions; because we can do something by 

doing something else. I extend my foot and I trip a 

person. As Davidson might put it, here is one action that 

is described in a number of different ways. I can pull the 

trigger intending to kill someone, and it is also true that 

when I pull the trigger I am also killing someone. And 

even if I shoot the president with the intention of 

starting a revolution, it is the case that as far as I am 

concerned, the 'two' events should be the same. It is 

hoped that I am both killing the president and beginning 

the process of revolution at the same time, by doing the 

same thing. Motives seem, by comparison, to have as their 

objects factors which may go far beyond even alternative 
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descriptions of identical events. My motive for killing 

the president may be some ultimate, far reaching goal that 

I have, perhaps the establishment of a socialist state. 

And the establishment of a socialist state is not identical 

with killing the president. Emotions seem even less 

closely connected with action. Interestingly, few will 

argue for a 'logical connection' between emotions and the 

acts that they inspire. In spite of their relative 

remoteness, emotions, like motives and intentions, may give 

rise to acts. Need the fact that emotions seem relatively 

less closely connected with particular acts be reflected in 

the way we morally regard acts that have arisen out of 

them, as opposed to those acts that have been inspired by 

other members of X? Are acts worse when they are 

associated with bad intentions, than when they are 

associated with bad motives? None of these worries 

directly bears on the issue of whether any member of X can 

bear on the assessment of an associated action, or 

mitigates against the claim that all do, though perhaps to 

varying degrees, constitute important factors in the 

assessment of acts. And they are not the issues with which 

I shall be directly concerned. 

It is this assumption (that is, that the existence of 

certain moral conclusions regarding certain motivational 

states can affect what we ultimately want to say about 
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their associated actions) that provides the basis for one 

of the more interesting issues in moral philosophy. If it 

is the case that the existence of motivating factors are 

indeed pertinent to our evaluations of action, are there 

any particular sorts of motivations that can be associated 

with morally laudable acts? 

Both Kant and Schopenhauer develop theories of the 

moral assessment of action which attempt to provide 

criteria for what Schopenhauer calls 'actions of moral 

worth' . In both cases, these criteria are given 

exclusively in terms of particular kinds of antecedent 

intentions. For Kant, an act is morally laudable when it 

is done "for the sake of duty" as opposed to what might be 

taken to be comparatively heteronomous inclinations or 

incentives. Kant finds it to be unfortunate though 

inevitable that the source of action is unknowable with any 

degree of certainty.(33) The worst case, for him, would be 

that an act might be explained by "some secret impulse of 

self-love which has actually, under the mere show of the 

idea of duty, been the cause genuinely determining our 

will." ( 34) 

Schopenhauer has a similar worry in On the Basis of 

Morality: 

Now to begin with, the empirical question 
to be settled would be whether actions of 
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voluntary justice and disinterested loving 
kindness, capable of rising to nobleness 
and magnanimity, occur in experience. 
Unfortunately, this question cannot be 
decided altogether empirically, because in 
experience it is always only the deed that 
is given, whereas the motives or incentives 
are not apparent; hence there is always 
left the possibility that an egoistic 
motive had influenced the doer of a just 
and good action.(35) 

Egoistic motivation is so deeply morally anathematic 

to Schopenhauer that, at one point at least, he is prepared 

to state his claim in purely negative terms: to cite as 

the only criterion for actions to be ones of "moral worth" 

the existence of a class of motivations whose 

"characteristic feature is the exclusion of that class of 

motives whereby all human actions are otherwise 

prompted."(36) Some of his further comments tend to cast 

doubt on whether he is serious about the exclusivity of 

this claim. For example, he notes that acts of "pure 

malice" and "cruelty" are not done from egoistic motives. 

Must these be actions of moral value? He writes: 

Anyone who insists on the strictness of the 
definition-may expressly exclude those 
actions because their essential 
characteristic is that they aim at the 
suffering of others. Moreover, actions of 
moral worth have a characteristic that is 
quite internal and therefore not so 
evident, that is to say, they leave behind 
a certain self-satisfaction, called the 
approbation of conscience.(37) 
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There is, according to Schopenhauer, a further criterion 

which must be met. There must exist the "approbation of 

conscience", the phenomenology of which one presumes is 

essentially somewhat like the pride one might feel knowing 

that one is doing or has done what one feels is right. 

Actions of disvalue, such as ones of "injustice and 

uncharitableness" are affected by what he calls an "inner 

self-censure". (38) These comments regarding approbation 

and self-censure notwithstanding, it would be reasonable to 

state Schopenhauer's fundamental claim more positively: 

that only actions motivated by an altruistic concern for 

the well-being of others, are moral ones. His examples of 

motivations which lead to actions of moral value all share 

this feature. 

Lawrence Blum, in a book entitled Friendship, Altruism 

and Morality,(39) seeks to reconcile the Kantian and 

Schopenhauerian approaches. Blum agrees with Schopenhauer 

that actions which are motivated by altruism are morally 

valuable ones. He does not make foundationalist claims for 

such motivational factors by insisting that their existence 

represents the exclusive delineator of the value and 

disvalue of action however, claims which Schopenhauer was 

willing to make for his approach. Blum sees his account as 

one which incorporates the notion that acts done "from 

duty" are of moral importance, together with the idea that 
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altruism is. morally significant; it is, in short, intended 

to complement or extend the Kantian project by bringing to 

light the Schopenhauerian insights which Blum finds wanting 

in Kantianism. Blum calls his view "direct altruism". 

Direct altruism draws on an intuition 
which, it seems fair to say, has played a 
fundamental role in demarcating the domain 
of the moral at least since the advent of 
Christianity: namely, that it is morally 
good to act from regard for the good of 
others. I do not claim that the direct 
altruism view states the only way that an 
action can have moral value (the position 
taken by Schopenhauer in on the Basis of 
Morality), but only that it states a, 
way. (40) 

By extending the realm of moral significance to acts 

done from motives beyond that of duty, Blum does, I think, 

succeed in developing a moral theory which is capable of 

resolving some of the deficiences of a pure Kantian 

approach. He can, for example, unlike Kant, more easily 

deal with supererogation. Blum's flexibility on this, and 

other points, might be construed as being due to his 

implicit use of a methodology which is fundamentally 

different from that of Kant. While we need not be too 

concerned about the relative strengths and weaknesses of 

the Kantian and Blumian accounts in terms of their capacity 

to deal effectively with prima facie principles and ideas, 
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this difference in methodology is itself significant, and 

worth briefly outlining here. 

That there are indeed profound methodological 

differences between their two approaches seems clear 

enough. The conclusions which Kant reaches regarding the 

value of particular actions are intended to follow 

logically from certain bedrock principles. Strictly 

speaking, Kant does 

plausible notions. 

his attempt to make 

not provide an 'account' of 

It may be true that, before 

explicit the conditions for 

intuitively 

he begins 

making 

legitimate moral claims in Chapter One of the Groundwork, 

he supposes that certain of our conceptions are true. And 

it may be possible to imagine his notion of the "good 

will", accordingly, becoming integrated into his overall 

theory almost in retrospect. It might be suggested that 

even a rationalist like Kant needs some prima facie  

conception (that is, an intuitively appealing one) to begin 

with, and that at some point in the development of Kant's 

thought he must have chosen some idea (perhaps that of the 

"good will") without the guidance of some set of formal 

criteria.(41) Nevertheless, his was an attempt to 

construct a theory of value which would address the 

skepticism of Hume by basing its fundamental claims on a 

firm rational foundation, and as such it bears 

fundamentally different sorts of relations with intuitive 
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conceptions . The integration of intuitive notions in such 

an exclusively rationalist justificatory system is, when it 

happens, often a happy accident, since all of the 

principles of such a theory are normally intended to be 

logically entailed by those at the foundation. There is no 

guarantee that the set of our most favoured intuitions will 

coincide with the entailed claims of a rationalist moral 

theory. 

Given this, as we might expect, Kant has trouble 

incorporating important prima fade principles into his 

theory. In fact, it is often contended that his theory 

does not yield any substantive moral principles at all in 

view of his insistence on using exclusively a priori  

arguments in favour of certain moral conceptions. These 

conceptions seem vacuous and uninteresting when compared to 

the rich conceptual diversity of our so-called 'practical 

reasoning' in spite of the fact that, as Kant himself was 

so painfully aware, the latter does not seem to be capable 

of satisfying the logical standards of formal or 

theoretical reasoning. Kant's theory seems best suited to 

accounts of some of the more respectable structuralaspects 

of moral thought: universalizability, logical consistency, 

and the distinction between self-interested and moral, 

duty-based motivations. But beyond this rather limited 

scheme, out in the realm of supererogation, friendship and 
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even the development of substantive 'objective' moral 

maxims, Kant's account fails to deliver the goods.(42) 

Blum, on the other hand, has adopted a set of 

justificatory criteria which are much less sophisticated 

(and ambitious) than Kant's. He is merely concerned to 

'account for' a set of popular notions. His intention is 

to create "a theory only of prima facie or ceteris paribus  

moral value" (pp. 99). Unlike Kant, Blum is uncommitted to 

any meta-ethical view, and because of this, he is, as I 

have already stated, more flexible in terms of his ability 

to 'account for' particular intuitions. He cites Iris 

Murdoch's essay entitled The Sovereignty of Good in which 

she decries the need, traditionally taken for granted in 

moral theory, for what she calls the "spurious unity" of 

moral theory. He points out that "the concept 'moral' 

itself cannot be given a unitary meaning, but bears the 

heritage of different sorts of traditions from which it 

gathers different sorts of meanings" (pp. 8). Whereas 

Kant's self imposed meta-theoretical constraints tend to 

limit his theory to one which is of, perhaps, purely 

structural importance, Blum seems able to shift here and 

there, taking whatever he likes. It is from this purely 

prima facie perspective that he is respectful of some of 

what he takes to be typical Kantian requirements. He 

devotes a substantial portion of Friendship, Altruism and 



94 

Morality attempting to show how phenomena which he wants to 

say are of moral significance, are capable of satisfying 

what he takes to be Kantian rationalist criteria. 

Altruistic emotions, he wants to say, "are themselves 

capable of the strength and reliability which the Kantian 

demands of moral motivation" (pp. 4). 

That two theorists, each of whom is intent on doing 

radically different things with their theories, and who 

come to such vastly divergent conclusions in terms of 

substantive moral content, should both develop theories 

that have, as their starting point, the conception of 

particular kinds of antecedent intention and motives as the 

chief criterion of actions of moral value or significance 

is itself, I think, testimony to the central importance of 

the connection between members of X and actions in moral 

theory. We do typically take into account the nature of 

intentions which are associated with the actions that are 

the objects of moral comment. This much seems clear, and 

perhaps it is a claim which is so fundamental to moral 

theory that it seems too obvious to merit any argument in 

support of it at all (as Kant seems to suppose in the 

Groundwork, beginning as he does, with his notion of the 

good action as one which is done from duty). 
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4.3. (b)(iii)  

It is possible, and I think it is reasonable, to 

conceive of the underlying structure of the moral 

connection between members of X and actions as being 

primarily 'explanatory'. 

(b)(iii) It is the capacity of members of X 
to explain actions that itself can best 
account for this pertinence to the ethical 
evaluations of actions. That is, it is the 
status of intentions and the like as 
'antecedent conditions' of actions that 
renders them relevant to what we say about 
the moral status of the latter. 
'Explanatory capacity' is a necessary 
condition for considering the assessment of 
a factor which surrounds an action 
pertinent to the assessment of that action. 

We can say, with (b)(iii), that a necessary condition for a 

member of X to bear on or affect the evaluation of action 

is that it must, at least in part, explain the action. We 

find this idea existing implicitly in the language of the 

Groundwork. For Kant, it is those candidate motivations 

that "move" us toward "good action", and that "determine" 

our will.(43) His explicit distinction between actions 

done "in conformity with duty", and those done "from the 

motive of duty" seem to indicate both that he regards these 

motives as antecedently related(44) to action, and further, 

that it is by virtue of this antecedent relation that they 
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become capable themselves of being cited as criteria for 

actions of moral value. Paton writes inhis paraphrase of 

the Groundwork: "Kant's assumption... is that if an 

action is to be morally good, the motive of duty, while it 

may be present at the same time as other motives, must by 

itself be sufficient to determine the action."(45) 

Schopenhauer's account is similarly sprinkled with the 

language of causal determination which is, presumably, 

important for formulating criteria for actions of moral 

worth. He writes, for example, of good actions as having 

"sprung from pure moral motives."(46) 

Kant and Schopenhauer do, I think, succeed in 

expressing a fundamental feature of moral reasoning, 

particularly where the evaluation of action is concerned. 

The capacity of members of X to explain does not seem to be 

as pertinent to the moral assessment of aqents, at least 

where intentions are concerned. It is enough that I merely 

intend to go to the hospital to visit my friend (i.e., it 

is sufficient that this particular intention exists) for me 

to be cast in a favourable moral light (although we would 

typically say that where good intentions are successful in 

determining an action, an agent would beassessed rather 

more positively than where such an intention is not 

successful).(47) Where the evaluation of action is 

concerned, we tend to suppose that there is a further 
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explanatory requirement. The members of X must explain the 

act, or at least contribute toward the explanation of the 

act, in order to bear on the act's assessment. As far as 

the discussion of (b)(i) and (b)(ii) has been concerned, I 

have tried to avoid, where possible, providing a 'theory 

laden' description of the relation between members of X and 

acts, other than to describe the one as being 'associated' 

with the other. But it seems clear that the nature of the 

association must be explanatory in order for a member of X 

to assume the moral function that I have described. It is 

not just any any intention, motive, or altruistic emotion 

whose moral assessment bears on our moral view of my act. 

It must be pj intention (emotion, motive, etc) rather than 

yours or someone else's. Moreover, it must occur in a 

particular temporal relationship to my act, one which 

facilitates its capacity to determine and explain it. 

Specifically, it must precede the act rather than follow 

it. An agent's intention to murder someone must occur 

before and perhaps during the act, rather than after it, in 

order to affect how we regard the act. In a case involving 

a murderer who kills someone without intent, but then after 

realising what she has done, is content with the results, 

we could not use the favourable attitude towards the act 

which the agent has in order to explain the act. And 

perhaps not accidentally, we could not say that this 
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belated attitude bears on the assessment of the act. It is 

the intention, or other member of X, that led to the action 

that matters, and not other surrounding, but not directly 

action-related, intentions. 

Normally, whenever more than one motivation exists 

concurrently in the psychological state of the agent, we 

tend to attribute pertinence to that intention which is 

capable of determining, and hence explaining, the action 

that is under moral scrutiny. For example, one might 

explain one's avoidance of meat by citing one's intention 

to remain true to certain ethical convictions that one 

might have, while at the same time noting that 

vegetarianism promotes health (assuming this is the case), 

that becoming a vegetarian is in one's best interest etc. 

And while it might be the case that one can have both the 

intention to remain healthy, and to act in accordance with 

one's moral convictions, it might be the case that it is 

ultimately the former intention which explains why one is 

avoiding meat. Our moral evaluation of the agent's 

vegetarianism is indeed affected by the issue of which 

intention provides the best explanation for the practice. 

One might, for example, view the practice less favourably 

if it could be shown that it was ultimately for health 

reasons that one was a vegetarian. Presumably such 

motivations are purely prudential, and on many pervasive 
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moral views (views that are not restricted to Kant and 

Schopenhauer), they are hardly of any moral value at all. 

Of course, 'reasons' (and to the extent that they 

incorporate or embody reasons, intentions) are not the only 

factors that are normally cited in explanations of action. 

There are other factors, other members of X, that may be 

cited. And our moral treatment of them, where they succeed 

in giving rise to acts, is roughly similar. Just as we may 

have more than one intention (e.g., the intention to remain 

healthy, and the intention to remain true to one's 

convictions) it isoften thought possible to experience 

more than one emotion at a time. We speak of being 'both 

happy and sad' , and certainly both the range and 

combination of emotional experiences is not exhausted by 

this type of example: the qualitative nature of our 

emotional life is rich and diverse. (So profoundly so that 

we are often incapable of describing in language precisely 

what emotion we are experiencing). Emotions may, like 

reasons, may give rise to or inspire action. We may be 

moved by emotions such as grief, joy, guilt, anger, 

resentment, and so on, to do acts that we would not 

otherwise do. Our moral treatment of emotions exhibits the 

same structural pattern as our treatment of reasons. We 

would rather be visited in the hospital by someone who is 

moved by an overwhelming feeling of love for us than 
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someone who is moved by a hodge-podge mixture of guilt and 

grief, and presumably, where the motivational picture 

involved is an even more confused combination of guilt, 

grief, and love, we would hope that it is the latter 

emotion which ultimately explains why we are visited. And 

we would naturally say that the act which arises out of the 

latter is of greater moral value than one which is done out 

of guilt etc. In order to affect our assessment of the act 

of visiting, an emotion must, like reasons or intentions, 

be antecedently related to the act. It is not sufficient 

that it merely exist as part of the motivational or 

psychological picture of the agent (even if is true that we 

normally judge aqents, to a great extent, by the thoughts 

in their heads). 

One point should be made clear about construing the 

capacity of members of X to explain action as a condition 

for their being pertinent to the latter's assessment. 

While this capacity is a necessary condition for such 

pertinence, whether we can consider it a sufficient  

condition will depend on how we define the membership of X. 

As it stands, I have described'X as containing motivational 

factors: those which are normally or typically thought to 

bear on the evaluation of action. Among this 

'paradigmatic' set, I think that we would be safe to say 

,that their capacity to explain an action is a sufficient 
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condition for them to assume the normative or evaluative 

function that I have hitherto described. But if we were to 

construe the set as containing virtually any factor which 

could be cited in explanations of behavior, it would be 

implausible to suggest that such a capacity can be 

sufficient to ensure pertinence to action assessment. 

Consider again the non-rational explanatory accounts of 

beliefs described in Chapter Two, such as those of 

historical materialism. Including these sorts of 

explanatory factors among X's membership, and supposing 

them to be capable of explaining behavior, the suggestion 

that this explanatory capacity is sufficient to ensure 

pertinence seems, and is, absurd. It is plainly 

counter-intuitive to say that the fact that an agent 

belonged to a particular primary group, or to a society 

with a particular set of economic and social relations, can 

sufficiently explain the agent's action, must indicate that 

such explanatory factors can bear on the assessment of 

action. It would be implausible to suggest, therefore, 

that any, explanation of action can bear on its evaluation 

in the way that members of ,X do. The list of candidate 

explanatory factors which would bear on evaluation is 

subject to important constraints which reflect various 

aspects of moral thinking on action, determination, agency 

and the like. A complete list of criteria for membership 
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• in such a set, if it were at all possible to formulate, is 

obviously beyond the scope of this paper. For this reason 

I have described the set of X as one which contains the set 

of those explanatory factors which are normally, or 

typically, considered to be pertinent to actions in moral 

theory. Among them, we can say, I think, that it is their 

capacity to explain that ensures that they are pertinent. 

4.4. (c) 

If the above account of the role of explaining in 

moral thought concerning action is correct, need we 

completely reject the dichotomy? I have, in adopting what 

I have called a 'non-foundationalist' methodology, 

attempted to countenance this possibility. Neither (a), 

which hints at a description of the dichotomy, and the set 

of observations contained in (b)(i)-(iii), which describe 

the prominent role which explaining has in assessments of 

action, have been viewed as postulations which have been, 

at the outset, impervious toeither•revision or rejection. 

Thus far I have attemptedtodemonstrate the centrality of 

explanation in moral thought, but this need not, I think, 

entail the rejection of the dichotomy. It should not be 

concluded that we can never, in any context; distinguish 
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between explaining and justifying. We can revise the claim 

in (a) to assert the utility of a distinction between two 

processes which are undivided by an unbridgeable conceptual 

chasm, but which can be applied in certain theoretical 

contexts in a useful way. 

The fact that when we assess actions we often cite 

factors which are presumed, in moral theory, to explain 

those actions does not entail that we cannot distinguish 

between their capacity to explain, and their capacity to 

function in an evaluation. (Even if it is true that such 

factors have this normative.function, at least in part in 

virtue of their explanatory capacity). We can, for 

example, cite a person's intention to do p in order explain 

the fact that p has occurred (again, philosophical worries 

aside), without regarding such a fact in any particular 

moral light. We may simply require an explanation of the 

action. If I am right in describing that explanatory 

capacity as a condition for our moral evaluations to have 

the features that they normally do, this itself presupposes 

that a distinction may be drawn between explaining and 

evaluating. The dichotomy which is rejected is that which 

supposes that explanations can never have an evaluative 

function, rather than one which merely holds that we can 

normally distinguish between the explanatory and evaluative 

functions that singular factors may come to have. 
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4.5. Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have attempted to reveal some of 

the implicit assumptions that underlie the moral evaluation 

of action. There are, as I hope to have shown, sufficient 

moral theoretical grounds for supposing that members of X 

can, and typically do, bear crucially on our assessments of 

actions, and that what is at least a necessary condition of 

their retaining this normative function is that they 

succeed in explaining the action under scrutiny. These 

assumptions are implicit in Kant and Schopenhauer, 

philosophers whose theories are of central importance to 

the attempt to articulate the conditions for morally 

significant action. They also reflect in the way we 

normally regard action. This means, of course, that the 

dichotomy as it is standardly conceived (i.e., as entailing 

a purely non-evaluative role for explanation, in which the 

factors which explain an object of assessment can never be 

relevant to its evaluation) must be rejected in favour of a 

distinction which permits the former to function in 

evaluative contexts. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

SUMMARY 

in this thesis, I have attempted to show how 

explanations can constitute objects of rather central 

concern for morality and moral assessment. The notion that 

explaining can be pertinent to evaluating seems, on the 

face of it, to be rather counter-intuitive. Explaining and 

evaluating are normally thought to have little to 

connection with each other beyond perhaps the glib 

observation that we can, and do, 'explain' our moral 

beliefs, or 'explain' why something is right, wrong, or 

morally binding on an agent, and so on. Explanation, we 

might think, deals with facts. When it is not dealing 

exclusively with the facts as they now stand, it is 

concerned with connecting, via some 'causal' or other 

explanatory device, the facts as they now stand with the 

facts as they have stood in the past. Even the conceptual 

mechanism which is usedto connect present facts with other 

facts is itself intended to represent or describe a factual 

relationship. It is a fact, for example, that smoking 

causes lung cancer. Admittedly, and perhaps necessarily, 

explanations are given with a view to elucidating the 

105 
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relation between facts as they now stand and alternative  

factual schemes. As I have tried to show in my 

introductory chapter, when we explain, we often want to 

make clear why something (as opposed to something else) 

occurs, happens or exists. And it might be supposed that 

here is one feature which explanations share with 

evaluations. For evaluation is also concerned with 

alternative factual states of affairs. In evaluating we 

may assess facts, or hypothetical possibilities, with a 

view to how they contrast with alternative possibilities. 

Nevertheless, when we explain a fact, we are concerned with 

showing why it is the case that this fact, as opposed to 

the alternative fact obtains, with describing a factual 

scheme which helps us to understand why the alternatives 

are displaced or precluded, while the fact at hand is not. 

When we evaluate, we are not concerned with showing why 

particular alternative facts are, in fact, displaced, but 

with whether they ought to be displaced, and with whether 

the facts as they are ought to be. Unlike explaining, when 

we evaluate we are concerned with examining alternative 

possibilities in the light of their moral desirability. 

If we are convinced that this account of the relation 

between explaining and morally evaluating is right, we 

might be led to conclude that explanations for our moral 

beliefs, and for the objects that we assess from a moral 
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point of view, can never be relevant to either the issue of 

whether a belief is justified, or what the nature of our 

assessment is. I hope to have shown that there are two 

possible ways in which explanations might be pertinent to 

moral evaluations. One way involves certain types of 

explanations for moral beliefs, the other certain types of 

explanations for the objects that we morally assess. 

Regarding moral beliefs, it may be argued (at least it is 

sometimes supposed), that certain types of explanations--

those that I have in Chapter Two called 'non-rational'--

can somehow constitute grounds for rejecting a moral 

belief. Historical materialism and sociobiology, for 

example, are sometimes supposed to offer these sorts of 

explanatory accounts. These are accounts which might be 

capable of serving as a threat not only to particular moral 

beliefs, but to morality in general. I have suggested two 

ways in which this threat might be framed. One way is to 

compare moral theories to singular 'non-rational' beliefs 

(i.e., those beliefs that lack a cogent justification). 

Non-rational explanatory accounts of the latter do, I have 

argued, serve to convince us, and quite rightly or 

correctly, to discard such beliefs. Admittedly, 

non-rational explanations for moral beliefs do not 

constitute sufficient grounds for their rejection. They 

may be justified by appeals to further moral principles. 
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But according to this view, if we can non-rationally 

explain all of the important justificatory principles, in 

addition to particular beliefs or judgments, the theory as 

an entirety will be left in an epistemological position 

that is analogous to singular non-rational beliefs. The 

problem with this account is that it is simply not the case 

that moral theories are analogous, in terms of their 

justificatory status, to singular non-rational beliefs. 

The rationality and coherence of their internally connected 

claims place them on firmer epistemological grounds than 

singular non-rational beliefs, so that in order to do away 

with the system as an entirety, we are typically forced to 

seek, in addition to non-rational explicability, some 

further reasons to reject it. 

The second way in which we may be led to suppose that 

such explanations may threaten morality is by attributing 

to them the capacity to undermine our confidence in what we 

might take to be the 'evidence' on which moral beliefs, and 

morality in general, are based. Needless to say, the very 

terms in which this threat is articulated make it a 

convincing threat to only some conceptions of morality, 

namely, those that conceive of its constituent claims as 

being based on the 'evidence' of moral feelings and 

intuitions in the same way that perceptual judgments and 

scientific claims are based on observations that serve as 
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evidence for them, or that construe moral claims as being 

self-evidently true, or intuitively known. These are 

conceptions that moral philosophers may be attracted to, 

but need not feel compelled to adopt. The degree to which 

we will be convinced that the explanations that are offered 

by historical materialism and sociobiology undermine 

morality and moral beliefs depends on how we conceive of 

moral theory. Obviously, the cards are not yet all in on 

this issue. Much work remains to be done before we can 

either 'explain away' morality, or say that it is 

completely impervious to this explanatory threat. 

I have argued that the coherence of a moral theory 

somehow prevents it from being genuinely threatened by 

explanatory accounts, and that the latter only threatens a 

conception of morality where constituent moral claims rely 

for their justification on moral intuitions or feelings in 

the same way that perceptual beliefs rely on perceptions 

and observations. If correct, do these claims constitute 

good reasons for adopting a less intuitionistic view of 

moral theory and of the justification of moral beliefs? I 

do not think that they provide positive reasons in support 

of such conceptions. Nevertheless, I do think that they 

should prompt moral philosophers to develop, as 

horticulturalists sometimes do with their seeds, more 

'resistent strains'. Miller's argument is a good one, and 
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it is only the diversity of thought on the issue of 

justification that prevents us from, with Miller, 

dismissing morality outright. 

In granting that non-rational explanations for beliefs 

do, at least sometimes, bear on their 'justificatory' 

status, it may seem to some that I have allowed for a 

method of assessing the rationality of beliefs that breaks 

some important rule of thought, or commits some logical 

fallacy or error. Sometimes this is called the 'genetic 

fallacy'.(48) What would be fallacious would be the 

mistake of taking factors that are pertinent to the 

explanation of a belief as though they were eo ipso  

pertinent to its justification. Have I somehow denied that 

this kind of reasoning is fallacious? I do not think so. 

We can, if the argument in Chapter Two is correct, maintain 

that there are conditions where non-rational explanatory 

factors for moral beliefs are inappropriate to cite as 

evidence for or against them. Beliefs that are rational, 

that can be justified, are not undermined in virtue of 

their explicability in non-rational terms. Nor, for that 

matter, would-be those beliefs whose rationality is, for 

the moment, unknown, but about which we feel there is a 

strong possibility of their being justified. We may 

believe that human beings have certain inalienable rights. 

And perhaps we may concurrently grant that the source of 
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this view may ultimately be traced to moral and political 

theories that can be explained in terms of their 

association with the rise of capitalism and the need of the 

rising bourgeosie for a theory that would undermine the 

legitimacy of the ancient regime. If we feel that it is 

possible to justify this belief, we would, I think, be 

rather rash to dismiss the belief exclusively on the 

grounds of its non-rational explicability. Non-rational 

explicability merely causes us to doubt such beliefs, and 

to reject them only when we feel certain that no rational 

basis for them can be found. A fallacy involving 

non-rational explanation would be committed, I think, if 

one were to hold that non-rational explanations 'count 

against' all beliefs, including rationally justified 

beliefs, and beliefs that we could not confidently suppose 

to be unjustifiable. In these cases it would be, I think, 

unreasonable to reject them on the basis of their 

non-rational explicability. It would be a 'fallacy' to 

suppose that such explicability is itself sufficient to 

count against them. 

The second way in which explanations can be relevant 

to moral evaluations is one which meets 

The fact that particular factors can be 

explanations for what we morally assess 

with more success. 

cited in 

is one which can 

directly bear on the assessment. This is particularly true 
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of human behaviour, of human acts. When assessing acts 

from a moral point of view a variety of factors are 

normally considered: the consequences of the action, the 

intent or motive with which the act is done, the 'reasons' 

for which it is done, the emotions which move the agent to 

do the act, and the capacity of the act, considered in 

isolation from these other considerations, to accord with 

certain moral principles. All of these considerations can 

bear on how we regard an action. But before they can do 

this, they must meet certain requirements. Not every 

consequence, or state of affairs, is pertinent to these 

assessments: they must be connected causally to the act 

being assessed. Principles must, at the very least, 

describe the particular acts that we wish to apply them to. 

Similarly, in order for an intention, motive, 'reason' or 

emotion to bear 

that it must be 

'explanatorily' 

on the assessment of an act, I have argued 

construable as 'antecedently', or 

related to it. They must help to explain, 

or contribute toward an explanation of, the action being 

morally scrutinized. 

It is.in the light of these fundamental features of 

moral thinking that dogmatic assertions to the effect that 

explanatory factors are never relevant to moral assessment, 

that the considerations which are pertinent to explaining 

and morally evaluating some object of analysis are always 
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different, must be rejected. The considerations that are 

taken into account in explanations and evaluations of 

actions are frequently, even usually, the same. I can, and 

typically do, consider A's intention to do x as relevant, 

even crucially so, to the assessment of x, while at the 

same time citing the intention in explanations for x. 

Obviously, this does not portend the rejection of any 

distinction between explaining and evaluating, of course. 

The fact that particular factors may have a function in 

both explanations and evaluations of the same object of 

concern does not mean that explaining and evaluating come 

to the same thing. It is merely illustrative of the fact 

that particular factors may have different, and quite 

distinguishable, functions in different contexts. 
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NOTES 

(1) Achinstein (1983). 

(2) Cohen (1982), pp. 252. Cohen is referring to Hempel's 
'deductive-nomological' model of explanation. See 
Hempel (1942), pp. 35-48. Hempel attempts to show that 
his model is appropriate for both explanations of 
behavior and historical explanations on the one hand, 
and scientific explanations on the other. The debate 
since the time of this early article has focused around 
two issues: firstly, whether all sorts of explanation 
(or, rather, all 'why-explanations') must conform to 
this model by virtue of their exhibiting the same sorts 
of nomological and deductive patterns of reasoning, and 
secondly, if not, the issue of precisely what kind of 
model is most appropriate for (why) explanations of 
particular phenomena. 

(3) The notion of some set of alternative possibilities 
which can be contrasted with the subject of a 
why-explanation is, I think, a most helpful one where 
this sort of explanation is concerned. Bas Van 
Fraassen calls the range of possibilities in the light 
of which why-explanations must be considered a 
"contrast class". See Van Fraassen (1980), 
pp. 127-130, 141-145. See also Scriven (1959); and 
Dray (1960). 

(4) This is to be distinguished from accounts which explain 
the truth values of sentences, as when we ask 'why is 
the statement 'B' true?'. Two answers may be given: 
(1) We may point out that 'B' is a factual statement, 
and the facts, B, establish its truth, or (2) provide 
an account of how B has come to exist or obtain. The 
former would be an explanation of the truth value of 
the statement, while the latter would be an explanation 
of the facts. Explanations for statements would not 
normally, 1 think, be capable of satisfying requests 
for explanations of the facts. Here, I will be 
concerned with explanations of facts, states of 
affairs, and the like, and not sentences. 

(5) Wittgenstein (1980), pp. 15. 
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(6) I take these comments to apply to explanations of 
actions in terms of 'intentions' (i.e., desires to 
do/achieve x, and the belief that doing y will 
do/achieve x), as well as 'wants' etc. 

(7) On Hempel's view, explanations necessarily have the 
following form. 

(1) A generalization supported by presumably 'causal' 
laws; (what Hempel called a "universal hypothesis"), 

(2) A statement describing initial conditions, 

(3) A statement which can be deduced from the 
statements described in (1) and (2). 

For example, 

(1) Whenever milk is left in temperature C for period 
of time T, it will go sour, 

(2) This container of milk was left in temperature C 
for period of time T, 

(3) This container of milk has gone (will go) sour. 

This is the infamous "deductive-nomological model". 
(1) and (2) in this example can be said to constitute 
the explanans, while (3) can be said to constitute the 
explanandum. Notice that while (2) and (3) apparently 
describe what we might take to be a 'cause' and 
'effect' respectively, it is only in the light of the 
universal hypothesis described in (1) that this is so. 
Notice also that together (1) and (2) may be said to 
logically entail (3): If both (1) and (2) are true 
then (3) must obtain. Now, while it seems clear that 
explanations of this kind succeed in explaininq (i.e., 
in making clear how it is the case that) (3), it is not 
at all clear whether all explanations must conform to 
this structure. It may be, for example, that this 
model is only a species of explanation; one of several 
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kinds, each of -which may be appropriate for explaining 
different sorts of phenomena. Consider, for example, 
the rigorous requirements which explanations of this 
type presuppose in order to do their work. Since (1), 
(2) and (3) constitute statements which have the formal 
structure of a valid argument, the explanandum 
necessarily follows from the statements of the 
explanans. Must we, in order to explain a phenomenon, 
be able to specify both the necessary and sufficient 
conditions for it to occur or obtain? 

If we insist that such requirements are indeed 
essential to the concept of explaining, we are led, at 
least apparently, to the conclusion that much of what 
we do when we think that we are explaining is either 
not explaining or explaining which is necessarily 
flawed in some respect. Our 'explanations' for actions 
(that is, human behavior) and historical events (which 
are usually instances of human actions or else are 
states of affairs that are crucially modified by them), 
are important examples. While we cite intentions, 
wants, and reasons in our explanations of actions, we 
do not typically want to say that citing the existence 
of a particular sort of intention constitutes a 
sufficient reason to suppose that an action of any 
particular kind will follow. 

Moreover, consider the differences between the 
formal structure of our typical reasons or intentions 
explanations of action, and that of the 
deductive-nomological model. We might describe the 
former as something like the following structure: 

(1) Agent X wanted p, and believed that q was the best 
means of achieving p, 

(2) Agent X did q. 

Here, we would presume that (2) is the explanandum and 
that (1) is the explanans, but the similarity between 
this form of explanation and the Hempelian form really 
ends with this. There is no 'universal hypothesis' 
supported by some causal law under which we might 
subsume X's act. And there is no logical entailment 
between (1) and (2). 

Of course, the bounds of the debate goes beyond 
the question of whether reasons or intentions 
explanations conform to the Hempelian model. See 
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Donald Davidson's landmark paper "Actions, Reasons and 
Causes" (1963), pp. 685-700. Although I will remain 
agnostic on this issue, much of what I say would be 
true if Davidson is right in this early paper. 

(8) That is, it is not a sufficient condition for p. It is 
worth noting that it is also not a necessary condition 
for p. See Brandt and Kim, (1963), pp. 431, for a 
discussion of the former point. 

(9) The precise nature of the factors which such 
explanations cite is not of concern here. It is 
important merely that these factors are capable of 
satisfying the largely pragmatic explanatory criteria 
outlined in Chapter Two. 

(10) Although it may be true that it does tend to express 
how the philosophically naive sometimes think (this 
may, some would argue, include Marx). 

(11) Parekh speculates that it is Marx's apparent 
ambivalence on this and other matters that explains 
"why the brief first part of The German Ideology and a 
couple of pages of Thesis on Feuerbach have inspired a 
greater body of literature than the three bulky tomes 
of Capital put together." Parekh (1982), pp. ii. 

(12) McCarney (1980), pp. 81-82. 

(13) Manning (1980), pp. 7. 

(14) Marx (1978), pp. 4. 

(15) Singer (1982), pp. 56. 

(16) Davidson (1963), pp. 685-700. 

(17) Parekh (1982), pp. 6. 

(18) Berger (1967), pp. 72-73. 

(19) Miller (1984), pp. 46-50. 

(20) Ibid., pp. 48. 

(21) Ibid. 

(22) Ibid., pp. 48-49. 

(23) Ibid., pp. 49. 
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(24) Little (1984), pp. 376. 

(25) Kant (1964), and Schopenhauer (1981). 

(26) Happiness, sorrow, joy, guilt, greed, anger, are some 
examples. 

(27) One need not, of course, conceive of the bounds of 
moral theory as being determined in precisely this 
way. We might want to start with states of affairs as 
paradigmatic objects of assessment and work our way 
back to the acts which lead to them. 

(28) Examples of foundationalist theories would be those 
that ground everything in our intuitive responses to 
particular situations (akin to a kind of naive realism 
in epistemology), that propose that the whole of 
morality can be ultimately be based on some principle 
(act or rule utilitarianism, egoism and so on). 
Kant's moral theory is a kind of foundationalism. 
Indeed, it can be argued that the deficiencies of his 
highly rationalistic account are traceable to his 
insistence that good actions must be those which 
accord with universally binding principles. Because 
these are moral requirements, Kant seems most 
comfortable with conceptions of duty and obligation, 
but hardly accounts for many other deeply entrenched 
moral notions. 

(29) Little (1984), pp. 376. 

(30) Kavka (1983). Kavka states it as "To intend to do 
what one knows to be wrong is itself wrong" (pp. 75). 

(31) That is, they can bear on 'agent evaluation'. 'Agent 
evaluation', or what we might say from a moral point 
of view about agents, and 'act evaluation' (what we 
say regarding acts) should not be confused with the 
notions of 'act justification' and 'agent 
justification', although the two sets of distinctions 
obviously are related. Agent justification concerns 
the issue of whether an agent is justified in acting 
as she does, while act justification concerns whether 
the act itself is justified (perhaps in an 'objective' 
sense). An agent may act conscientiously, doing what 
she thinks is right (and therefore be justified in so 
acting) even if what she does is, measured against 
some independent set of principles, not justifiable. 
We may want to say that how we evaluate agents may 
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depend, at least in part, on both the propensity of 
the agent to act conscientiously, so that she is 
justified in so acting, and also on his ability to 
commit acts that are themselves just. Compare agent 
and act justification to justified, in contrast with 
true, beliefs. 

(32) D'Arcy discusses these issues, and related ones, in 
(1963), pp. 93-174. 

(33) Kant ('1964), pp. 74. 

(34) Ibid., pp. 74-75. 

(35) Schopenhauer (1981), pp. 138. 

(36) Ibid., pp. 140. 

(37) Ibid. 

(38) Ibid. 

(39) Blum (1982). 

(40) Ibid., pp. 85. 

(41) It has been debated whether Kant's theory of the good 
will, or the "highest good", makes any significant 
contribution to his moral theory. See Auxter (1979); 
Packer (1983). If the highest good fulfills no 
function in Kant's scheme, one might speculate about 
what sorts of considerations may have prompted Kant to 
include a description of it in the Groundwork. 
According to Auxter, it serves various morally 
irrelevant religious purposes. In connection with 
this, one wonders if it might have been an attempt by 
Kant to account for what was, for him, an intuitively 
plausible (albeit quasi-religious) moral conception. 
This is merely idle speculation in the face of 
arguments to the effect that Kant's account of 
motivation was included in order -to meet the formal 
requirements of what Packer calls Kant's 
"deontological thesis". In any case, this is -not an 
issue with which we should be directly concerned. 

(42) Kant does have writings on some of these matters: 
e.g., Kant (1930). Nevertheless, it is fair to 
suggest that Kant's views in the Groundwork may 
prevent him from integrating them into the general 
ethical theory that he develops there. 
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(43) Kant (1964), pp. 74 and 75 respectively. 

(44) In the sense outlined in Chapter Two. 

(45) In Kant (1964), pp. 19. 

(46) Schopenhauer (1981), pp. 42. 

(47) Admittedly, there may be important differences between 
the capacity of constituent members of X to serve as 
evidence in support of particular assessments of 
agents. In contrast with intentions, the association 
of the act with other members of X may not be 
sufficient to bear on how I am morally regarded. 
Having 'reasons' to go to the hospital, and not going, 
will not place me in a particularly favourable moral 
light. Wishing to go, or hoping that someone will 
drive me (if I am unable to go otherwise) might bear a 
little more strongly on how I am viewed. Normally, 
the agent's concern needs to go beyond mere 
sentimentalizing and wishes for the good of others. 
An agent needs to be willing to act, even if the 
action never gets done. Having an intention to go 
indicates a commitment and preparedness to go that may 
be important evidence for the goodness of the actor. 

(48) Miller seems to think that taking into account the 
origins of beliefs, including what I have called 
non-rational factors, in the assessment of whether 
they are justified, is what is normally called the 
'genetic' fallacy. But there seems to be some 
confusion on this. Sometimes the genetic fallacy is 
thought to consist in, as Damer supposes, "evaluating 
a thing in terms of its earlier context, and then 
carrying over that evaluation to the thing in the 
present". We might, for example, argue that women 
would be wise not to wear engagement rings in the 
light of the fact that the origins of such an 
institution can be traced to times when males asserted 
rights, akin to property rights, over females. 
CompareMiller (1984), pp. 48, with Damer (1980), 
pp. 77. 
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