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Introduction

Samuel Scheffler

In this densely argued and deeply original book, Derek Parfit addresses
some of the most basic questions in practical philosophy. The book
comprises two volumes, each containing three parts. Parfit’s central
chapters, which make up Parts Two and Three, deal with issues of
substantive morality. These chapters descend from a series of three
Tanner Lectures that Parfit delivered at the University of California at
Berkeley in November of 2002. In Parts One and Six, Parfit addresses
issues that were not covered in the Berkeley lectures. Part One is an
extended discussion of reasons and rationality, which provides the
background for his claims about morality in Parts Two and Three. Part
Six takes up the meta-normative questionsraised by our use of normative
language in making claims both about reasons and about morality.

The three commentators who responded to Parfit’s Berkeley Tan-
ner Lectures— Thomas Scanlon, Susan Wolf, and Allen Wood — offer
revised versions of their comments in Part Four. In addition, Barbara
Herman, who was not a participant in the Berkeley events, contributes
a set of comments written specially for inclusion in this book. Parfit
replies to all of these comments in Part Five. The exchanges between
him and the commentators focus primarily on the chapters deriving
from the Berkeley lectures.

In his chapters on morality, Parfitaims to rechart the territory of moral
philosophy. Students who take courses in the subject are usually taught
that there is a fundamental disagreement between consequentialists,
who believe that the rightness of an act is a function solely of its
overall consequences, and Kantians, who argue— often with reference
to one or another version of “the categorical imperative” — that we
have certain duties that we must fulfill whether or not doing so
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will produce optimal results in consequentialist terms. Although both
consequentialist and Kantian views are acknowledged to admit of many
variations and refinements, the division between them is assumed by
most philosophers, including most consequentialists and Kantians, to
be deep and fundamental.

Parfit’s primary aim in Parts Two and Three of this book is to
undermine this assumption, and to demonstrate the existence of a
startling convergence among positions that we are accustomed to
viewing as rivalrous. He begins by engaging in a sustained and searching
examination of Kant’s own moral philosophy, including his various
formulations of the categorical imperative and many of his other central
moral ideas as well. Although Kant’s ethical writings, especially the
Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, are among the most widely
discussed texts in the history of moral philosophy, Parfit’s engagement
with these texts yields a wealth of fresh observations and insights.

As is evident from his Preface, Parfit’s attitude toward Kant is
complex and defies easy summary. He describes him as “the greatest
moral philosopher since the ancient Greeks” (235), and says that “in
the cascading fireworks of a mere forty pages, Kant gives us more
new and fruitful ideas than all the philosophers of several centuries”
(183). He quickly adds, however, that “[o]f all the qualities that enable
Kant to achieve so much, one is inconsistency” (183). Whereas many
commentators explicitly present themselves either as critics of Kant or
as defenders of his view, Parfit’s approach is different. He treats Kant’s
texts as a rich fund of claims, arguments, and ideas, all of which deserve
to be treated with the same seriousness that one would accord the ideas
of a brilliant contemporary, but many of which require clarification or
revision, and some of which are simply unworkable. Parfit examines a
wide range of these claims, arguments, and ideas, subjecting them to a
level of scrutiny that is remarkable for its unwavering focus and analytic
intensity. His primary aim is neither to defend Kant nor to criticize him,
but rather to determine which of his ideas we can use to make progress
in moral philosophy. At the end of the day, it is progress that is Parfit’s
real goal. As he says in explaining why one of Kant’s formulations should
be revised, “After learning from the works of great philosophers, we
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should try to make some more progress. By standing on the shoulders
of giants, we may be able to see further than they could” (300).

Parfit identifies several elements of Kant’s thought that he regards as
particularly important and that he is prepared to endorse, albeit with
some significant revisions and additions. However, he frequently differs
from other leading commentators in the way he interprets the content
and implications of these ideas. This is perhaps most evident in his
treatment of the version of the categorical imperative known as the
“Formula of Universal Law.” As Parfit observes, this formulation of the
categorical imperative has been subject to so many serious objections
that many otherwise sympathetic commentators have concluded that
it is of little value as an action-guiding principle that can help us
to distinguish right from wrong. Many leading Kant scholars have
concluded that other formulations of the categorical imperative are
richer and more illuminating.

Parfit, by contrast, sees great potential in the Formula of Universal
Law. Swimming against the prevailing tide of interpretive opinion, he
insists that the FUL “can be made to work,” and he argues that when
“revised in some wholly Kantian ways, this formula is . . . remarkably
successful” (294). Indeed, he goes so far as to say that a suitably revised
version of this formula “might be what Kant said that he was trying to
find: the supreme principle of morality” (342).

The revised version of the Formula of Universal Law that Parfit favors
states that “Everyone ought to follow the principles whose universal
acceptance everyone could rationally will.” With its appeal to a kind of
universal choice or agreement, this formulation qualifies as a form of
“contractualism,” and Parfit refers to it as the “Kantian Contractualist
Formula.” So interpreted, the Kantian position invites comparison with
contemporary versions of contractualism, especially those versions that
are themselves of broadly Kantian inspiration. John Rawls’s appeal
to principles that would be chosen behind a veil of ignorance is one
example, though Rawls applied this device almost exclusively to the
choice of principles of justice for the basic structure of society. He never
followed up on the idea, which he had briefly entertained in A Theory
of Justice, that the same device might be applied to the choice of moral
principles more generally. Parfit nevertheless subjects this idea to severe
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criticism, and concludes that it is much less promising as a general
account of morality than the version of contractualism developed by
Thomas Scanlon.

As Parfit states it, “Scanlon’s Formula™ holds that “Everyone ought
to follow the principles that no one could reasonably reject.” Parfit
argues that, on some interpretations at least, Scanlonian Contractualism
coincides with Kantian Contractualism since, on these interpretations,
the principles whose universal acceptance everyone could rationally
will turn out to be just the same as the principles that no one could
reasonably reject. The possibility of convergence between these two
forms of contractualism may not seem terribly surprising, although
Parfit and Scanlon disagree about the precise extent of the convergence.
What is more surprising is Parfit's assessment of the relations between
contractualism and consequentialism.

As I have noted, the opposition between the Kantian and consequen-
tialist positions is usually taken to be deep and fundamental, and the
contemporary contractualisms of both Rawls and Scanlon are motivated
to a significant degree by the desire to articulate a compelling alternat-
ive to consequentialism. Yet Parfit argues that Kantian contractualism
actually implies a version of “Rule Consequentialism,” which holds that
“everyone ought to follow the principles whose universal acceptance
would make things go best.” The principles whose universal acceptance
everyone could rationally will, he maintains, just are these “optimific”
rule-consequentialist principles. Accordingly, Kantian Contractualism
and Rule Consequentialism can be combined to form a view that he
calls Kantian Rule Consequentialism: “Everyone ought to follow the
optimific principles, because these are the only principles that everyone
could rationally will to be universal laws” (411). Although this position
is consequentialist in the content of its claims about the principles that
people ought to follow, it is more Kantian than consequentialist in its
account of why we should follow these principles. We should follow
them because their universal acceptance is something that everyone
could rationally will, and not because, as consequentialists would have
it, all that ultimately matters is that things should go for the best.

Since Kantian Contractualism implies Rule Consequentialism, and
since some versions of Kantian Contractualism coincide with some
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versions of Scanlonian Contractualism, versions of all three positions
can also be combined. The resulting “Triple Theory” holds that an “act
is wrong just when such acts are disallowed by some principle that
is optimific, uniquely universally willable, and not reasonably reject-
able” (413). The upshot of these various possibilities of convergence,
Parfit believes, is that it is a mistake to think that there are deep
disagreements among Kantians, contractualists, and consequentialists.
Instead, “[t]hese people are climbing the same mountain on different
sides” (419).

In developing this central line of argument, Parfit relies heavily on
substantive claims about reasons and rationality. The theories he is
considering all make claims about the kinds of reasons that people have
for wanting and doing various things, and about the conditions under
which individuals’ actions are reasonable or rational. Accordingly,
Parfit’s assessment of these theories consists largely in assessing the
force of different claims of this sort. But claims about reasons and
rationality are scarcely less controversial than claims about right and
wrong. Recognizing this, Parfit prefaces his chapters on morality with a
detailed exposition and defense of his own views on these topics.

Many philosophers believe that our reasons for action are all provided
by our desires. We have most reason to do whatever will best fulfill
either our actual desires or the desires that we would have under ideal
conditions. Although such desire-based views, which Parfit classifies as
“subjective theories,” have been profoundly influential, both within and
outside of philosophy, Parfit believes that they are deeply misguided,
and his criticism of them is withering. Not only do they have wildly
implausible implications, he argues, but they are ultimately “built on
sand.” They imply that our reasons derive their normative force from
desires that we have no reason to have; but such desires, he argues,
cannot themselves be said to give us reasons. In the end, then, the real
implication of desire-based views is that we have no reasons for action
at all and, more fundamentally, that nothing really matters, in the sense
that we have no reason to care about any of the things we do care about.

Rejecting these “bleak” views, Parfit argues that we should instead
accept an objective, value-based theory, according to which reasons
for action are provided by the values that those acts would realize
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or fulfill (or, as he puts it, by the facts that make certain things
worth doing for their own sake or make certain outcomes good or bad).
Understood in this way, judgments about reasons are more fundamental
than judgments about rationality, for we are rational, in Parfit’s view,
when we respond to reasons or apparent reasons, and our acts are
rational when, if our beliefs were true, we would be doing what we
had good reasons to do. This contrasts with a number of popular
accounts of practical rationality, such as those that identify it with the
maximization of expected utility, for example, or those that interpret
practical irrationality as a form of inconsistency.

AsThomas Scanlon observesin his contribution, the idea that reasons
have priority over rationality also conflicts with Kant’s views. For Kant,
both the authority and the content of the categorical imperative are to
be understood with reference to the requirements of rational agency
rather than to some independent conception of the reasons that people
have. As Scanlon describes the Kantian view, which he calls “Kantian

» o«

constructivism about reasons”: “Claims about reasons (more exactly,
about what a person must see as reasons) must be grounded in claims
about rational agency, claims about what attitudes a person can take,
consistent with seeing herself as a rational agent. Justification never
runs in the other direction, from claims about reasons to claims about
what rationality requires” (Volume Two, 118).*

Parfit, like Scanlon, rejects Kantian constructivism about reasons
and, as Scanlon points out, all of the moral theories whose convergence
Parfit seeks to demonstrate are framed in such a way as to “appeal to an
idea of ‘what one can rationally will’ that presupposes an independently
understandable notion of the reasons that a person has and their relative
strength” (118). This distinguishes these theories from Kant’s own views
and also from the views of some prominent contemporary Kantians,
such as Christine Korsgaard. As Parfit acknowledges, his reliance on a
primitive and “indefinable” notion of “reasons,” and his concomitant
commitment to the existence of irreducibly normative truths, both
about reasons and about morality, makes his view a version of what
Korsgaard has called “dogmatic rationalism.” As such, it would be
resisted not only by Kantian constructivists like Korsgaard but also

* Page numbers in italics refer to Volume Two.
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by proponents of some very different meta-ethical outlooks, such as
various forms of naturalism and non-cognitivism.

In Part Six, therefore, Parfit undertakes to explain and defend his
conception of normativity. He endorses a view that he refers to as
“Non-Metaphysical Non-Naturalist Cognitivism,” which appeals to
certain intuitive beliefs we are said to have about irreducibly normative
truths. This view is not Platonistic in the sense of making claims
about some supposed non-spatio-temporal portion of reality. Nor is
its reliance on intuitions meant to suggest that normative facts are
apprehended via a mental faculty that is analogous to sense perception.
We do not detect the presence of normative properties like rightness
or rationality as a result of being causally affected by them. Instead, we
understand normative truths in something like the way we understand
mathematical or logical truths. Indeed, Parfit argues, mathematical and
logical reasoning themselves involve recognizing and responding to
normative truths about what we have reason to believe. For example,
we recognize that the truth of p and if p then g gives us conclusive
reason to believe that g. Just as there are truths about what we have
reason to believe, Parfit insists, so too there are truths about what we
have reason to do.

Parfit realizes, of course, that many philosophers do not accept the
existence of irreducibly normative truths in his sense. Nihilists and
error theorists hold that all normative claims are false. Naturalists hold
that normative facts can be reduced to natural facts. Non-cognitivists
hold that normative claims, despite their importance in human life, do
not function as statements of fact at all. Parfit discusses and criticizes
many influential versions of such positions, including the views of
Simon Blackburn, Richard Brandt, Allan Gibbard, Richard Hare, John
Mackie, and Bernard Williams. None of these views, he argues, can
adequately account for the normative dimension of our thought; on all
such views, normativity proves to be illusory. It simply disappears. In
effect, Parfit appears to believe that all such views tend toward nihilism,
and that nihilism is the only genuine alternative to the recognition
of irreducibly normative truths. Nor is he persuaded by Korsgaard’s
Kantian objections to “realism’ about normativity. Contrary to what
she maintains, he asserts, normativity does not have its source in the



xxvi  Scheffler

will, but instead consists in the existence of irreducibly normative truths
about what we have reason to believe, to want, and to do.

As will be apparent, Parfit’s aims in his discussions of reasons and
normativity are very different from those he pursues in discussing
substantive moral theories. In the moral case, his aim is to demonstrate
that certain putatively opposing theories may actually converge, so that
apparent disagreement among them evaporates. But in his discussion
of different views about reasons and normativity, a convergence among
rival theories is not on the agenda. Instead, he argues that a value-based
theory of reasons should be accepted and that desire-based theories
should be rejected. Similarly, his form of Cognitivism should be accepted
in preference to all forms of Naturalism and Non-Cognitivism. Parfit
is clearly troubled by substantive moral disagreement, for he thinks it
threatens to undermine our conviction that there is such a thing as moral
truth. That is why he is so strongly driven to demonstrate the possibility
of convergence among rival moral theories. Although he is also troubled
by meta-ethical or meta-normative disagreement, his response to it is
different. Here he simply attempts to determine which of the contending
positions is correct. Yet to the extent that the substantive moral theories
whose convergence Parfit seeks to demonstrate all presuppose his views
about reasons and normativity, the frankly contested character of those
views may call into question the significance of the convergence he
describes at the substantive moral level. Those who reject value-based
theories of reasons, and those who accept one or another form of
naturalism or non-cognitivism or constructivism, may be unmoved by
amoral consensus that depends on accepting the very meta-ethical views
that they reject. So one challenge for Parfit is to demonstrate that the
significance of the convergence for which he argues is not undermined
by its dependence on claims, such as those concerning reasons and
normativity, about which there is no convergence. Although Parfit does
not directly address this challenge, he does argue that those who have
rejected the views about reasons and normativity that he favors have
not always fully understood them. And he expresses the hope that,
once the relevant misunderstandings have been cleared away, many
more philosophers will eventually come to accept those views. If this
is correct, then even though the competing theories of reasons and of
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normativity do not themselves converge, there may be reason to hope
for much greater convergence in the assessments that philosophers give
of them. Of course, this suggestion is itself likely to be controversial.

There are many other questions that can and will be raised about
Parfit’s subtle and intricate arguments. One issue, different aspects of
which are discussed by each of the four commentators, concerns the
extent to which the views whose convergence Parfit seeks to demonstrate
are authentic versions of more familiar moral views. To what extent
is Kantian Contractualism really Kantian? We have already seen that,
in its account of the relation between rationality and reasons, the view
appears to be more Parfit’s than Kant’s. Similar questions can be raised
about the other ostensibly convergent positions. To what extent does
Scanlonian Contractualism reflect Scanlon’s own views? And what is the
relation between Parfit’s version of Rule Consequentialism and other
consequentialist formulations?

The issue is a tricky one. As Scanlon notes, Parfit is forthright about
his willingness, in developing a “Kantian” position, to depart from
Kant’s actual views whenever he thinks he can improve upon them.
As Parfit says, “We are asking whether Kant’s formulas can help us
to decide which acts are wrong, and help to explain why these acts
are wrong. If we can revise these formulas in ways that are clearly
needed, we are developing a Kantian moral theory” (298). In his reply
to Scanlon, he is similarly explicit about the fact that his argument
for the convergence of Kantian Rule Consequentialism and Scanlonian
Contractualism “does not apply to the view stated in Scanlon’s book”
(244), but rather to a version of that view that has been revised in ways
that Parfit takes to strengthen it.

This unapologetic revisionism carries with it two risks for Parfit.
The first, which Scanlon mentions, is that the degree to which any
convergence he can demonstrate will seem surprising and significant
may depend on how close the convergent theories are to the eponymous
ancestors from which they descend. The more they have been revised
in ways that depart from their original formulations, the less surprising
and significant their convergence may seem. The second risk is that,
in revising the original theories to bring them closer to one another,
valuable elements of the original theories may be excluded.
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Susan Wolf appears to harbor doubts of both of these kinds about
Parfit’s claims of convergence. Of Parfit’s ambition to reconcile the
Kantian, consequentialist, and contractualist traditions, she writes:
“[I]nsofar as the remarks quoted above are meant to suggest that
the values these different traditions emphasize can be interpreted and
ordered in such a way as to eliminate the tensions among them, or that
it would be in the spirit of these traditions’ greatest exponents to accept
revisions and qualifications to their stated views that would ultimately
reconcile them with their opponents, Parfit departs from the explicit
positions of any of the philosophers whose work he discusses, in a
way that seems to me both interpretively implausible and normatively
regrettable” (32). Wolf’s view is that the Kantian, consequentialist,
and contractualist traditions embody divergent evaluative perspectives,
each of which has something important to contribute but which are
in genuine tension with one another. These tensions reflect broader
tensions within our moral thought itself. As such, she believes, they
are ineliminable and not to be regretted. Any unified principle of the
kind Parfit seeks will perforce be a matter of compromise rather than
complete convergence, and any such principle will inevitably leave out
something of value. Wolf presses this last point with special reference to
Parfit’s version of Kantianism, which, she argues, scants the importance
of autonomy in Kant’s own moral philosophy.

Barbara Herman too believes that Parfit’s position departs from
Kant’s in fundamental ways. However, while Wolf expresses doubts
about the very idea that morality rests on a unified principle of the kind
that Parfit seeks, Herman is sympathetic to Kant’s own unified account
and believes that Parfit's theory is an unstable mixture of disparate
elements. More specifically, she argues that Parfit employs a “hybrid”
methodology that incorporates some Kantian features but nevertheless
has “a strongly consequentialist cast” (81). Although Parfit’s intention
is to preserve what is most persuasive in Kant’s view while avoiding
some of the apparently unwelcome implications of that view, Herman
believes that there is such a deep “mismatch” between the Kantian
and consequentialist methodologies that the attempt to combine them
inevitably distorts Kant’s own account and obscures what is most
appealing about it. In the first portion of her comments, she identifies
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several elements of Parfit’s methodology that she regards as deeply
consequentialist in character, and she gives illustrations of the resulting
methodological divide that she sees between Parfit and Kant. Perhaps
the most basic difference is this: whereas Parfit appeals to various
nonmoral goods to determine what people could rationally will and so
to fix the content of morality itself, Kant, Herman says, seeks to establish
a place for nonmoral goods within an independently established moral
framework. In the remainder of her commentary, she attempts to
demonstrate that this “unified” Kantian approach, properly developed,
has the resources to accommodate some of the most important moral
intuitions— such as those concerning permissible lies— that Kant has
seemed to neglect. If this is correct, then much of the motivation for
a hybrid moral methodology disappears. In his reply, Parfit does not
directly engage with Herman’s thoughtful attempt to develop the unified
Kantian view in this way. However, he disputes her assessment of the
“mismatch” between his methodology and Kant’s. Most ofthe ostensibly
consequentialist aspects of his method that she cites, he maintains, are
also features of Kant’s view. And although he does propose revisions
in Kant's Formula of Universal Law, some of these revisions are fully
in the spirit of the Kantian view, while others are necessary to avoid
straightforward mistakes. The upshot, Parfit believes, is that the gap
between his own position and Kant’s is far narrower, and far shallower,
than Herman asserts.

Like Herman, Allen Wood also argues that Parfit’s philosophical
methodology departs from Kant’s in important ways, although he
focuses on different aspects of Parfit’s approach than Herman does.
Wood believes that Parfit employs a method originated by Sidgwick,
which sets itself the goal of providing a “scientific” ethics. The idea is to
systematize our commonsense moral opinions, correcting them when
necessary, with the aim of arriving at a precise set of principles that can
be used algorithmically to yield a determinate moral verdict about how
one should act in any conceivable situation. Wood believes that such
otherwise diverse philosophers as Kant, Bentham, and Mill employ a
very different method, which he himself regards as preferable to the one
he ascribes to Sidgwick and Parfit. This alternative method begins not
with commonsense intuitions but rather with a fundamental principle
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that serves to articulate some basic value. General moral rules or duties
are then derived non-deductively from the fundamental principle. These
rules or duties represent an attempt to interpret the implications of the
fundamental value in the conditions of human life. The rules or duties
themselves admit of exceptions and require interpretation, and their
application to particular cases calls for the exercise of judgment and
cannot be codified in precise rules or principles. So, on the one hand,
the Kantian method as Wood understands it gives less weight than
the Sidgwickian method to commonsense moral intuitions; but, on the
other hand, it regards as “hopeless” the aim of constructing a “scientific”
ethics that can provide an algorithm for moral decision-making.
Wood believes—though Parfit’s reply suggests that he would not
accept this diagnosis—that the difference of method just described
underlies some disagreements between Parfit and him concerning the
proper interpretation of Kant’s Formula of Humanity. He thinks it also
underlies their sharply divergent attitudes toward one familiar type
of philosophical argument. This type of argument uses our intuitive
reactions to stylized and sometimes complex hypothetical examples to
test candidate moral principles. Wood refers to all such examples as
“trolley problems,” whether or not they involve actual trolleys, in mock
hommage to the famous case first introduced into the philosophical
literature by Philippa Foot. Parfit makes frequent use of such examples
in constructing his arguments. For instance, his argument for the
convergence of Kantian Contractualism and Rule Consequentialism
turns crucially on some claims about what a person could rationally
agree to in situations where one course of action would impose a burden
on the person himself and the only alternative would impose burdens
on others. Parfit illustrates and defends these claims with reference to
a series of hypothetical examples involving burdens of different sizes
and types imposed in a range of different hypothetical circumstances.
He seeks to marshal our intuitive responses in these cases to show
(1) that each person could rationally will the universal acceptance of
the consequentially optimific principles, even when those principles
would impose some burden on the person himself, and (2) that there
are no other principles whose universal acceptance everyone could
rationally choose. Parfit evidently believes that the use of hypothetical
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examples can help to clarify the issues that are at stake in complex moral
choices and enable us to make progress in moral argument. Wood, by
contrast, regards “trolley problems” as “worse than useless for moral
philosophy” (68), and the majority of his essay is given over to an
extended critique of the ways in which reliance on such problems leads
moral philosophers astray.

To the extent that other people share Wood’s reservations about
appealing to hypothetical examples in moral philosophy, Parfit’s extens-
ive reliance on such examples may be a source of resistance to his
arguments. Of course, even those who do not endorse Wood’s rad-
ical rejection of all such appeals may find themselves disagreeing
with Parfit’s reactions to some of the specific examples he discusses,
although Parfit anticipates many potential disagreements and exhibits
great resourcefulness in attempting to defuse them. Yet Parfit himself
points out that our reactions to some of these cases may depend, for
example, on whether we accept a desire-based or a value-based theory
of reasons. Since he hopes to use our reactions to support his claim
of convergence among different moral theories, this kind of variation
represents one way in which disagreements about reasons and ration-
ality, like meta-ethical disagreements about the nature of normative
judgment, threaten to destabilize the moral consensus that Parfit aims
to establish. As I have already said, Parfit’s response to this threat is not
to look for convergence among the rival meta-ethical theories or theor-
ies of reasons and rationality themselves. Instead, he argues that there
are decisive reasons for rejecting the alternatives to Non-Metaphysical
Non-Naturalist Cognitivism and the value-based theory of reasons, and
he pins his hopes for convergence on the possibility that philosophers
will eventually come to accept the cognitivist and value-based positions
that he favors. This is a different way of eliminating or at least taking
the sting out of disagreement: by demonstrating that there is only one
position that we can reasonably accept.

The drive to eliminate disagreement— whether by establishing the-
oretical convergence or through a decisive demonstration of the
inadequacy of competing views—is a defining feature of Parfit’s work.
It is sometimes marked by a sense of urgency. One place where this
emerges is in his reply to Susan Wolf. Wolf takes Parfit to be trying
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to show “that there is a single true morality, crystallized in a single
supreme principle which these different traditions may be seen to be
groping towards, each in their own separate and imperfect ways” (32).
She herself says, by contrast, that “it would not be a moral tragedy if it
turned out” that morality did not have such a unifying principle (33).
In response, Parfit agrees that it would not be a tragedy if there were
no single supreme principle. But, he adds, “it would be a tragedy if
there was no single true morality.” He adds: “if we cannot resolve our
disagreements, that would give us reasons to doubt that there are any
true principles. There might be nothing that morality furns out to be,
since morality might be an illusion.” (151). It is, perhaps, the spectre of
this “bleak™ possibility, and the even bleaker possibility that, as Parfit
worries, nothing at all may matter, that is responsible for the sense
of urgency with which he pursues the elimination of disagreement.
Whether or not one shares his assessment of the threat posed by deep
disagreement, one cannot fail to be impressed by the extraordinary
ingenuity and the sheer intellectual intensity with which he pursues
his goal. His rich and challenging discussion, helpfully illuminated by
his exchanges with Barbara Herman, Thomas Scanlon, Susan Wolf,
and Allen Wood, casts familiar debates in a fresh and unfamiliar light,
and opens up many fruitful new lines of inquiry for philosophers to
investigate. Nobody who is interested in the theory of morality, ration-
ality, or normativity will want to ignore this brilliant, provocative, and
tenaciously argued book.



Preface

Since this book contains summaries, I shall say little about its contents
here. Though the book is long, there are some shorter books within it.
Nothing important in Part Three depends on Part Two, so you might
read only Parts One and Three. If you are mainly interested in ethics,
you might read only Chapters 6 to 17. If you are mainly interested in
reasons, rationality, and meta-ethics, you might read only Parts One
and Six.

While describing how he came to write his great, drab book The Methods
of Ethics, Sidgwick remarks that he had ‘two masters’: Kant and Mill
My two masters are Sidgwick and Kant.

Kant is the greatest moral philosopher since the ancient Greeks. Sidg-
wick’s Methods is, I believe, the best book on ethics ever written. There
are some books that are greater achievements, such as Plato’s Republic
and Aristotle’s Ethics. But Sidgwick’s book contains the largest number
of true and important claims. It is not surprising that, though a less great
philosopher than Plato, Aristotle, Hume, and Kant, Sidgwick could write
a better book. Sidgwick lived later. Unlike later poets or playwrights,
who have no advantages over Homer or Shakespeare, later philosophers
do have advantages, since philosophy makes progress.

Sidgwick and Kant both have weaknesses and flaws. Sidgwick is some-
times boring, for example, and Kant is sometimes maddening. I hope
that by admitting these weaknesses, and saying why we should not be
disappointed or deterred by them, I may persuade some people to read,
or re-read, Sidgwick’s Methods and some of Kant’s books.
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Kant and Sidgwick are a wonderfully contrasting pair. Discussing their
own achievements, for example, Kant writes:

.. . the critical philosophy must remain confident of its
irresistible propensity to satisfy the theoretical as well

as the moral, practical purposes of reason, confident that no
change of opinions, no touching up or reconstruction into
some other form, is in store for it; the system of the Critique
rests on a fully secured foundation, established forever; it will
prove to be indispensable too for the noblest ends of mankind
in all future ages;

Sidgwick writes:

The book solves nothing, but may clear up the ideas of one or
two people, a little.

Kant is very original, makes some sublime claims, and is excitingly
intense. Sidgwick knew that he lacked these qualities. T like criticizing
myself’, he writes to a friend, ‘and have formulated the following on it:

Pro: Always thoughtful, often subtle: generally sensible and
impartial: approaches the subject from the right point of view.

Con: Inconsequent, ill-arranged: stiff and ponderous in style,
nothing really striking or original in the arguments.’

Sidgwick also refers to his ‘one damning defect of longwinded & difficult
dullness’.

This last phrase is too severe. Though Sidgwick’s book is long, and
some of its chapters can now be ignored, it is not longwinded. Sidgwick
seldom repeats himself, and he makes many important points concisely,
and only once. Nor is Sidgwick’s book difficult. Some of his claims and
arguments are complicated, but they are nearly all clearly written.

Sidgwick’s dullness needs more discussion. Whitehead was so bored
by Sidgwick’s Methods that he never looked at another book on ethics.
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But after reading a collection of Sidgwick’s memoirs and letters, Keynes
remarked, ‘I have never found so dull a book so absorbing’. It is worth
quoting from this book. Discussing the Church of England, Sidgwick
writes:

At Cambridge I get into the way of regarding it as something
that once was alive and growing, but now exists merely
because it is a pillar or buttress of uncertain value in a
complicated edifice that no one wants just now to take to
pieces. Here however, I feel rather as if I were contemplating
a big fish out of water, propelling itself smoothly and gaily
over the high road.

Here are two more passages:

There is no doubt that men in England fall in love chiefly
in abnormal periods: when on a reading party, or at the
seaside, or at a foreign hotel, or at Christmas, or any other
occasion when something, either external circumstances
or any dominant emotion, thaws the eternal ice. The
misfortune is that if these casual thaws do not last long
enough, all the advantage gained is lost; two lines of life
that causally intersected diverge perhaps for ever, and the
frost sets in with redoubled force.

I am bearing the burden of humanity in the lap of luxury,
and in consequence not bearing it well. After all, Pascal was
practically right: if one is to embrace infinite doubt, if it is to
come into our bowels like water, and like oil into our bones,
it ought to be upon sackcloth and ashes and in a bare cell, and
not amid 47 port and the silvery talk of W. G. Clark. When

I go to my rooms I feel strange, ghastly, that is why I write to
you. But there again—if one allows this consciousness ‘the
time is short’ to grow and get too strong, it seems to fold up
all life into a feverish moment.

The world shall feel my impulse or I die.
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Think of all the second-rate men who have said this and
died—and — Who cares?

Butterflies may dread extinction.

This is a strange mood for me. But at Trumpington today I
brushed away a spider’s life and said “This is sentience.” What
am I more than elaborate sentience?

Sidgwick could be amusing, and his conversation was described as ‘like
the sparkling of a brook whose ripples seem to give out sunshine’. But
the first edition of the Methods contains only a few jokes, some of which
Sidgwick later removed. Much of the book, however, is well-written.
For example:

to suppose . . . that the ideal of ‘obeying oneself alone” can be
even approximately realized by Representative Democracy is
even more patently absurd. For a representative assembly is
normally chosen only by a part of the nation, and each law
is approved by only a part of the assembly: and it would be
ridiculous to say that a man has assented to a law passed by a
mere majority of an assembly against one member of which
he has voted.

More soberly:

.. . the Cosmos of Duty is thus really reduced to a Chaos, and
the prolonged effort of the human intellect to frame a perfect
ideal of rational conduct is seen to have been foredoomed to
inevitable failure.

This magnificently sombre claim has some of the intensity of Kant, as
does another passage that is about Kant:

I cannot fall back on the resource of thinking myself under

a moral necessity to regard all my duties as if they were
commandments of God, although not entitled to hold
speculatively that any such Supreme Being really exists. I am
so far from feeling bound to believe for purposes of practice
what I see no ground for holding as a speculative truth, that I



Preface  xxxvii

cannot even conceive the state of mind which these words
seem to describe, except as a momentary half-witted
irrationality, committed in a violent access of philosophic
despair.

Many fine passages are too long to quote in full. One such passage ends:

.. . the selfish man misses the sense of elevation and
enlargement given by wide interests; he misses the more
secure and serene satisfaction that attends continually on
activities directed towards ends more stable in prospect than
an individual’s happiness can be: he misses the peculiar rich
sweetness, depending upon a sort of complex reverberation of
sympathy, which is always found in services rendered to those
whom we love and who are grateful. He is made to feel in a
thousand various ways.. . . the discord between the rhythms of
his own life and of that larger life of which his own is but an
insignificant fraction.

Another passage ends:

.. .even a man who said ‘Evil be thou my good” and acted
accordingly might have only an obscured consciousness
of the awful irrationality of his action — obscured by a
fallacious imagination that his only chance of being in any
way admirable, at the point of which he has now reached
in his downward course, must lie in candid and consistent
wickedness.

Sidgwick warned his friends that, because his book attempts to achieve
‘precision of thought’, it ‘cannot fail to be somewhat dry and repellent’.
But this precision is often finely expressed. Discussing friendship, for
example, Sidgwick describes

the sympathy that is not quite admiration with which
Common Sense regards all close and strong affections; and the
regret that is not quite disapproval with which it contemplates
their decay.
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Many sentences, though dry, have an ironical edge or twist. For example:

It may be said that a child owes gratitude to the authors of
its existence. But life alone, apart from any provision for
making life happy, seems a boon of doubtful value, and one
that scarcely excites gratitude when it was not conferred
from any regard for the recipient.

... there seems to be no justice in making A happier than B,
merely because circumstances beyond his control have first
made him better.

Thus the Utilitarian conclusion, carefully stated, would seem
to be this: that the opinion that secrecy may render an action
right which would not otherwise be so should itself be kept
comparatively secret; and similarly it seems expedient that the
doctrine that esoteric morality is expedient should itself be
kept esoteric.

... really penetrating criticism, especially in ethics, requires
a patient effort of sympathy which Mr Bradley has never
learned to make, and a tranquillity of temper which he seems
incapable of maintaining.

[The book] seems smashing, but he loses by being
over-controversial. There should be at least an affectation
of fairness in a damaging attack of this kind.

Sidgwick’s irony can make him seem stufty, when in fact he is being
subversive. Bernard Williams had been misled, for example, when he
wrote that Sidgwick’s discussions of sexual morality, though sometimes
mildly adventurous, ‘make fairly uncritical use of a notion of purity’.
Sidgwick does ask “What, then, is the conduct that Purity forbids?’ But
it we read him carefully, we find that his answer is: Nothing. In a book
published in England in 1874, it was more than mildly adventurous
to argue, though in guarded terms, that there is no moral objection to
indulging in sexual pleasure for its own sake.
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When people find Sidgwick dull, they are often responding not to
Sidgwick’s style, but to one of his greatest philosophical merits. Sidgwick
describes this merit well, writing in his journal:

Have been reading Comte and Spencer, with all my old
admiration for their intellectual force and industry and more
than my old amazement at their fatuous self-confidence. It
does not seem to me that either of them knows what
self-criticism means. I wonder if this is a defect inseparable
from their excellences. Certainly I find my own self-criticism
an obstacle to energetic and spirited work: but on the other
hand I feel that whatever value my work has is due to it.

Sidgwick was unusually good at seeing the force of objections to his
views. After hearing Sidgwick defend a paper, William James remarked:

Sidgwick displayed that reflective candour that can at times be
so irritating. A man has no right to be so fair to his opponents.

Discussing an opponent’s book, for example, Sidgwick writes:

I shall praise it as much as I can. . .itis by an author of fine
qualities . . . But yet—he seems to me altogether out of it: I
can scarcely treat his theory with proper respect. No doubt I
seem so to him: and are we not both right? The book makes
me rather depressed about ethics.

These virtues can make Sidgwick hard to read. One problem is that, as
C. D. Broad explains, Sidgwick

incessantly refines, qualifies, raises objections, answers them,
and then finds further objections to the answer. Each of these
objections, rebuttals, rejoinders, and surrejoinders is in itself
admirable, and does infinite credit to the acuteness and
candour of the author. But the reader is apt to become
impatient; to lose the thread of the argument; and to rise from
his desk finding that he has read a great deal with constant
admiration and now remembers little or nothing.
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Our first reading of the Methods is, in a way, the worst, since there is
little that is striking or inspiring. But every time we re-read this book,
we notice some new good points that we had earlier overlooked. That is
what I, at least, have found.

Criticizing himself again, Sidgwick writes:

I'am not an original man: and I think less of my own thoughts

every day.

This remark is also too severe. Sidgwick is in several ways original. But
that is not what makes him great. Other philosophers, like Kant and
Hume, are more original, and more brilliant. These philosophers are
like Newton and Einstein: geniuses of the clearest kind. Sidgwick is
more like Darwin. He had what has been called ‘good sense intensified
almost to the point of genius’. In the Methods, as Broad claims, ‘almost
all the main problems of ethics are discussed with extreme acuteness’.
And Sidgwick gets very many things right. He gives the best critical
accounts of three of the main subjects in ancient and modern ethics:
hedonism, egoism, and consequentialism. And in the longest of his
book’s four parts, he also gives the best critical account of pluralistic
non-consequentialist common sense morality. Though Sidgwick makes
mistakes, some of which I mention in a note, he does not, I believe, make
many. These facts make Sidgwick’s Methods the book that it would be
best for everyone interested in ethics to read, remember, and be able to
assume that others have read.

My debts to Sidgwick are easy to describe. Of my reasons for becoming
a graduate student in philosophy, one was the fact that, in wondering
how to spend my life, I found it hard to decide what really matters. I
knew that philosophers tried to answer this question, and to become
wise. It was disappointing to find that most of the philosophers who
taught me, or whom I was told to read, believed that the question “What
matters?” couldn’t have a true answer, or didn’t even make sense. But I
bought a second-hand copy of Sidgwick’s book, and I found that he at
least believed that some things matter. And it was from Sidgwick that I
learnt most about the other questions that moral philosophers should
ask, and about some of the answers.
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I turn now to my other master, Kant. When I first read Kant’s Ground-
work in the 1960s, I found this book fascinating but obscure. When I
re-read this book thirty years later, and most of Kant’s other books, I
became unexpectedly obsessed with Kant’s ethics. For the next two or
three years, I thought about little else.

It seems worth confessing that, though my obsession with Kant gave me
great energy, this energy was, to start with, almost entirely negative. I
didn’t doubt Kant’s genius. But like many other people, I found myself
deeply opposed both to some of Kant’s main claims, and to his way of
doing philosophy. By mentioning what made me so opposed to Kant,
and saying how my attitude has changed, I may perhaps persuade some
other people not to ignore Kant, as I nearly did.

Though Kant has some important qualities that Sidgwick lacks, Kant
also lacks some important qualities that Sidgwick has. Sidgwick writes
clearly, is on the whole consistent, and makes few mistakes. These things
cannot be claimed of Kant.

Unlike our first reading of Sidgwick’s Methods, our first reading of Kant’s
Groundwork is, in some ways, the best. There are some striking and
inspiring claims, and we are not worried by what we can’t understand.
But when we re-read the Groundwork, many of us become discouraged,
and give up. We decide that Kant, though he may be a great philosopher,
is not for us.

The first problem is Kant’s style. It is Kant who made really bad writing
philosophically acceptable. We can no longer point to some atrocious
sentence by someone else, and say ‘How can it be worth reading anyone
who writes like that?” The answer could always be “‘What about Kant?’

There are deeper problems, When I became obsessed with Kant, I tried
to restate more clearly some of Kant’s main claims and arguments, and
found this task very frustrating. I couldn’t fit Kant’s claims together in a
coherent view, and many of Kant’s arguments seemed to be obviously
invalid or unsound. It would have helped me to know that even some
of Kant’s greatest admirers have similar feelings. Onora O’Neill, for
example, calls the Groundwork ‘the most exasperating’ of Kant’s books.
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It would also have helped me to know that Kant did not have a single,
coherent theory. When we ask whether Kant accepts or rejects some
claim, the answer is often ‘Both’. As Kemp Smith writes, ‘citation of
single passages is quite inconclusive’. For example, though Kant writes
that “a human being’s duty at each instant is to do all the good in his
power’, he is not really, as this claim implies, an Act Consequentialist.
Rawls remarks that, when he tried to understand Kant’s texts, Tassumed
there were never plain mistakes, not ones that mattered anyway’. But
there must be mistakes, since Kant makes many conflicting claims, and
such claims cannot all be true. As Kemp Smith points out, Kant often
‘flatly contradicts himself and ‘there is hardly a technical term which is
not employed by him in a variety of different and conflicting senses. He
is the least exact of the great thinkers.” (To avoid provoking Hegelians,
we should perhaps say ‘one of the least exact’.)

‘Consistency’, Kant writes, ‘is a philosopher’s greatest duty.” That is
not true. Originality and clarity are at least as important. And Kant’s
greatness chiefly consists in his having many original and fruitful ideas.
If Kant had always been consistent, he could not have had all these ideas.

When I first re-read Kant, what I found most irritating was not Kant’s
obscurities and inconsistencies, but a particular kind of overblown, false
rhetoric. For example, Kant writes:

If we look back upon all previous efforts that have ever been
made to discover the principle of morality, we need not
wonder why all of them had to fail. It was seen that the human
being is bound to laws by his duty; but it never occurred to
them that he is subject only to laws given by himself but still
universal and that he is obligated only to act in conformity
with his own will . . .

I didn’t mind the exaggeration in the first sentence here. We can switch
the volume down, turning ‘all of them had to’ into ‘some of them did’.
But since I knew that Kant believed in a Categorical Imperative, I was
surprised by Kant’s second sentence. I asked a Kantian, ‘Does this mean
that, if I don’t give myself Kant’s Imperative as a law, I am not subject
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to it?” ‘No,” I was told, ‘you have to give yourself a law, and there’s
only one law.” This reply was maddening, like the propaganda of the
so-called ‘People’s Democracies’ of the old Soviet bloc, in which voting
was compulsory and there was only one candidate. And when I said
‘But I haven’t given myself Kant’s Imperative as a law’, I was told Yes
you have’. This reply was even worse. My irritation at such claims may
have left some traces in this book.

As I have said, however, that irritation has gone. Now that I have read
Kant’s other works, I am aware of the passions that led Kant to make
his most outrageous claims. When he is calmer, he makes other, better
claims. For example, Kant is reported to have said:

Suicide is the most abominable of the crimes that inspire
horror and hatred . . . he who so utterly fails to respect his
life . . . can in no way be restrained from the most
appalling vices. . .

But he also said:

In the Stoic’s principle concerning suicide there lay much
sublimity of soul: that we may depart from life as we leave a
smoky room.

Some of Kant’s impassioned arguments, moreover, have great charm.
When condemning suicide, Kant said:

If freedom is the condition of life, it cannot be employed to
abolish life . . . Life is supposedly being used to bring about
lifelessness, but that is a self-contradiction.

It is the word ‘supposedly’ that is so endearing here. Suicide involves
a contradiction, one commentator suggests, because it is we, on Kant’s
view, who confer value on our ends. If we kill ourselves to avoid
suffering, we

cut off the source of the goodness of this end—it is no longer
really an end at all, and it is no longer rational to pursue it.

This conclusion arrives too late.
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For another example, consider Kant’s claim that, if we tell some lie ‘even
to achieve some really good end’, we “violate the dignity of humanity in
our own person’ and make ourselves a ‘mere deceptive appearance of a
human being’, who has ‘even less worth than if he were a mere thing’.
We should ignore such outbursts. On the very next page Kant suggests
that, if we are asked by an author whether we like his work, we may be
permitted to say what he expects.

Kant is sometimes thought of as a cold, dry, rationalist. But he is really
an emotional extremist. As Sidgwick writes, ‘Oh, how I sympathize with
Kant! with his passionate yearning for synthesis and condemned by
his reason to criticism . . .” Kant seldom uses words like ‘most’, ‘many’,
‘several’, or ‘some’, preferring to write only ‘all’ or ‘none’. Kant uses
‘good’, he says, to mean ‘practically necessary’. And he seldom uses
the concept of a reason: a fact that merely counts in favour of some
act, since his preferred normative concepts are required, permitted, and
forbidden. Temperamentally, I am an extremist too, who has to struggle

to be more like Sidgwick.

Oxford University once had a useful marking grade: Alpha Gamma. As
everyone should agree, Kant’sbooks are pure Alpha Gamma, containing
nothing that is Befa, or mediocre. Our disagreement should be only
about how much of what Kant wrote is Alpha, and how much is Gamma.
And if we have found what is Alpha, we can ignore what is Gamma.

Some of Kant’s views are, I believe, too close to Hume’s. Kant is a
more dangerous Anti-Rationalist because, unlike Hume, he seems to
be exalting what he calls Pure Reason. And Kant’s influence has been, I
believe, in some other ways bad. But he is very great, and his influence
has been, in other and less obvious ways, good. Though Kant makes
many claims that are false, and many of his arguments fail, he also gives
us some profound truths. Like Sidgwick, I sometimes find him “quite a
revelation’. Kant’s books are very thought-provoking. As Rawls writes,
‘Part of the wonderful character of the works we study is the depth and
variety of ways they can speak to us.’
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In this book I try to say something about most of Kant’s formulations
of his supreme principle of morality. That is why I wrote much of Part
Two, though the book’s main arguments are in Parts One, Three, and
Six. But except in a few sections, which are mostly in Part Two or
Appendices F to I, I do not discuss the details of Kant’s views.

I turn now to the other people from whom I have learned most. When
I was young, most philosophers believed that there could not be any
normative truths. So did most economists, other social scientists, and
much of the wider Western world. Well-educated non-religious people
took for granted the distinction between facts, which are objective,
and mere values. Little has changed. When some economist recently
claimed that his proposals involved no value judgments, someone else
said “Yes they do. You assume that we ought to do what would be better
for some people and worse for no one.” “That’s not a value judgment,
this economist replied, ‘Everyone accepts it’.

Aswell as finding, in the long-dead Sidgwick, someone who had greater
hopes for practical and moral philosophy, I was encouraged to find
some living philosophers who had such hopes. I was encouraged most
by Thomas Nagel, and in particular by Nagel’s claims about reasons,
and about irreducibly normative truths. I have also learnt a great deal
from Tim Scanlon. I often cannot remember whether some thought was
mine or his. I dedicate this book to these two people.

I am grateful to Christine Korsgaard, whose impressive books led me
to reread Kant, and whose critique of what she calls ‘dogmatic ration-
alism’ helped to rouse me from my undogmatic slumbers. I have also
learnt much (even if not enough) from the remarkable recent series
of other books and articles on or inspired by Kant, by such writers as
Henry Allison, Marcia Baron, David Cummiskey, Richard Dean, Jeffrey
Edwards, Stephen Engstrom, Paul Guyer, Barbara Herman, Thomas
Hill, Samuel Kerstein, Patricia Kitcher, Onora O’Neill, Thomas Pogge,
Andrews Reath, Jerome Schneewind, David Sussman, Roger Sullivan,
and Allen Wood.
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Thavebeen greatly helped by many other people, who gave me comments
on early drafts. Since it would be impossible to describe in a few pages
the many ways in which I have been helped, I can only express my great
gratitude to these people.

Of those who gave me comments on all parts of this book, I owe most to
Robert Audi, Selim Berker, Talbot Brewer, John Broome, Ruth Chang
(to whom I dedicate Chapter 16), Eugene Chislenko, Jerry Cohen,
Garrett Cullity, Jonathan Dancy, David Enoch, William Fitzpatrick,
Shelly Kagan, Guy Kahane, Niko Kolodny, Michael Otsuka, Ingmar
Persson, Jacob Ross, Kieran Setiya, and Larry Temkin. Some parts of
this book were jointly written with these people.

I'was also greatly helped by Marcello Antosh, Richard Arneson, Riidiger
Bittner, Mary Coleman, Roger Crisp, Stephen Darwall, Harry Gensler,
Reto Givel, Elizabeth Harman, Brad Hooker, Frances Kamm, Joseph
Mendola, Jefferson McMahan, Liam Murphy, Leonard Katz, Robert
Myers, Martin O’Neill, Douglas Portmore, Stuart Rachels, Peter Railton,
Karl Schafer, Samuel Scheftler, Michael Slote, Saul Smilansky, Jussi
Suikkanen, and Stephen White.

Of those who gave me comments only on Part One, I was helped most
by Melissa Barry, David Copp, Joshua Gert, Pamela Hieronymi, Julia
Markovits, Sven Nyholm, Connie Rosati, Jeffrey Sebo, David Sobel,
Sigrun Svavarsdottir, David Velleman, and Michael Zimmerman.

Of those who gave me comments on my claims about Kant, I was
helped most by Marcia Baron, David Cummiskey, Richard Dean, Jeftrey
Edwards, Paul Guyer, Thomas Hill, Samuel Kerstein, Patricia Kitcher,
Thomas Pogge, and Allen Wood. I have failed to respond adequately to
the comments of Edwards, Kitcher, and Pogge on my interpretations of
Kant, and to the comments by Samuel Freeman and Leif Wenar on my
claims about Rawls.

Of those who gave me comments only on Part Six, I was helped
most by Robert Adams, Paul Boghossian, Laurence Bonjour, Nicholas
Bostrom, Philip Bricker, Justin Clarke-Doane, Terence Cuneo, Cian
Dorr, Kit Fine, Stephen Finlay, Alvin Goldman, Bob Hale, Michael






