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2 | Wide Conceptual Role Semantics for Ethical

Nonnaturalists

2.1 Introduction

This paper tries to solve a problem for metaethical realists who adopt a concep-
tual role semantics (CRS) for moral terms. CRS is the view that the meaning
of an expression is constituted by the role it plays in a person’s language or
thought. The problem is that metaethical realists would no longer be able
to explain how moral expressions can refer to robust properties. The reason
for this is that reference to robust properties is typically determined through
so-called wide conceptual roles that require the referent to have causal pow-
ers. This is a problem for nonnaturalists as they typically maintain that moral
properties are causally inert. But the inclusion of wilde roles is also a problem
for naturalists, as a variant of the Moral Twin Earth argument can be used
to show that many recent versions of naturalism conflict with intuitions about
moral disagreement.

Sinclair (2017) has recently used this dilemma to argue that wide concep-
tual roles cannot be part of the content of moral concepts. But he implicitly
assumes that all such roles would have to be causal. I will argue that this
assumption is mistaken. In this paper I propose a non-causal wide conceptual
role semantics for moral terms which is inspired by Michael Huemer’s work on
ethical intuitionism.
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2.2 Realist Conceptual Role Semantics

Conceptual role semantics is the view that the content of concepts is deter-
mined by ‘their functional role in a person’s psychology’ (Harman, 1987). Con-
ceptual role semanticists claim that the meaning of an expression is given by
the conceptual relations it stands in to other linguistic and non-linguistic phe-
nomena. As a theory of meaning, this position is often contrasted with repre-
sentational theories of meaning. According to those positions, the content of
a concept should be understood in terms of what these concepts contribute to
a representation.

Recently we have seen both moral realists and moral antirealists adopting
a conceptual role semantics for moral terms. By moral antirealists I mean
philosophers such as Michael Warren, Huw Price, and Matthew Chrisman,
who take moral properties to be no more than ‘the semantic shadows of pred-
icates’. Moral realists, on the other hand, think that moral expressions refer
to moral properties that are genuine constituents of the world (for example
Enoch (2011b) and Wedgwood (2001; 2007)).

CRS is supposed to be a metasemantical framework that is metaethically
neutral, i.e., it is supposed to be compatible with both moral realism and
antirealism. However, some philosophers have argued that on a conceptual
role semantics, moral terms do not plausibly refer to robust properties. One
of the first criticisms of this form was voiced by Laura and François Schroeter
(2003) in response to Ralph Wedgwood’s CRS for moral terms (2001; 2007).
Recently, Sinclair (2017) has argued that this criticism extends to all versions
of a realist conceptual role semantics.

According to recent versions of CRS, the content of a concept is given by
(one or more) conceptual roles. These conceptual roles can include so called
narrow conceptual roles and wide conceptual roles. Narrow conceptual roles
are those that only ‘involve connections between intentional mental states of a
thinker, such as her beliefs, desires and intentions’ (Sinclair, 2017, p. 103). We
can say that narrow conceptual roles are intra-mental and that they are only
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‘in the head’. Wide conceptual roles, on the other hand, “specify connections
between intentional mental states and objects, properties or conditions ‘out-
side the head’, in the wider world.” (Sinclair, 2017, p. 104). One of the most
influential, recent versions of realist conceptual role semantics is presented by
Wedgwood. For Wedgwood, who defends a narrow CRS, an account of the
meaning of concepts consists of two parts. Firstly, it must lay down certain
rules which specify what it is for a subject to be a competent user of a term.
Secondly, it must explain why the term has the semantic value that it does.
Schroeter and Schroeter call this respectively the ‘theory of competence’ and
the ‘determination theory’ and I will follow them in using these labels. Wedg-
wood thinks that if we have found out what the theory of competence for a
specific term is, the rules that make up this theory are sufficient for determining
the semantic value of the term. The semantic value of a term is just that object
that makes all the rules in the theory of competence correctness-preserving.1

The predicates that Wedgwood is interested in are ‘the “thinnest,” most
general moral terms possible’ (Wedgwood, 2001, p. 15). With this description
he has in mind expressions like ‘what we have most reason to do’ and ‘the most
advisable thing to do’. Wedgwood is not particularly concerned with giving
the exact meaning of one of these expressions as they are commonly used, but
focuses instead on the simplest possible example for a moral term. Wedgwood
investigates the question what it is for a predicate BT (x, y, z, t) to mean the
same as ’x is (all things considered) a better thing for z to do at time t than
y ’. He proposes the following theory of competence for this predicate:

R1 Acceptance of ‘BT(x, y, me, t)’ commits one to intending to do
x instead of y (if one does either) at time t.2

1Wedgwood uses the more general correct instead of true because he wants it to apply to
beliefs as well as intentions. Correct intentions are for him those intentions that conform to
the goal of practical reasoning.

2 Wedgwood (2001, p. 15) gives his rule in terms of ‘preferences’ which he immediately
explains in terms of intentions. This is reflected in the rule I ascribe to Wedgwood.
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To find out which property the predicate BT refers to, we have to know
what makes a rule from the theory of competence correct. Understanding this
requires us to distinguish two features of rules. Firstly, we have to know what
it is to follow a rule. That is, we have to know what it means that a state
S1 commits one to another state S2.3 For Wedgwood this comes down to the
fact that if someone follows this rule, then she is not both in the state S1 and
not in the state S2. In other words, if rule R says that accepting sentence X1
commits one to accepting X2, then following rule R means that one does not
at the same time accept X1 and does not accept X 2 (if the question arises).

This tells us what it is for someone to follow a rule and thereby understand
or grasp the concept for which this rule constitutes the theory of competence.
To know what the referent of a specific term in a rule is, however, it is important
for Wedgwood to determine when a rule is ‘valid’ or necessarily ‘correctness-
preserving’. For Wedgwood, a rule is valid ‘just in case it is necessary that if
the “input” state S1 is correct and not mistaken, the “output” state S2 is also
correct and not mistaken, while the directly opposite state S3 is incorrect and
mistaken’ (2001, p. 10). So we have to think of the semantic value as that
object that makes the rules correctness-preserving.4

But when is an intention correct? According to Wedgwood, beliefs and
intentions are the upshot of two different kinds of reasoning. Forming beliefs
is engaging in theoretical reasoning, while forming intentions is engaging in
practical reasoning. In the case of theoretical reasoning, the paradigmatic
example of a mistake is a false belief. According to Wedgwood this is so
because the goal or purpose of theoretical reasoning is true belief. Therefore,
a mental state counts as mistaken if it does not achieve the goal of the kind

3Some conceptual role semanticists prefer to state their metasemantic theory primarily
in terms of mental states (Harman, 1987; Peacocke, 2004; Wedgwood, 2007), while others
take discursive states to be fundamental (Brandom, 1994; Enoch, 2011b; Wedgwood, 2001).
In this paper I talk about ‘states’ to keep it as general as possible.

4In addition to ‘validity’, Wedgwood also proposes a completeness condition (a set of rules
is complete, ‘just in case these are the only conditions in which acceptance (or rejection) of
that sentence would be such a mistake’ (2001, p. 11). For reasons of space I will omit this
detail.
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of reasoning that issues in the state. Since forming intentions is engaging in
practical reasoning, Wedgwood proposes that intentions are correct just in case
they conform to the goal of practical reasoning. Wedgwood assumes that he
does not need to say what this goal exactly is; he only needs there to be a
goal of practical reasoning. This allows Wedgwood to say that the belief that
BT(x, y, me, t) is correct only if the intention to do x instead of y (if one does
either) at time t conforms to the goal of practical reasoning.5 This constraint
makes it the case that what is right for an agent to do is what it would be
practically correct for her to do.

Wedgwood’s theory of meaning is supposed to be a realist version of CRS.
One of the earliest objections to this account was offered by Laura and Francois
Schroeter (2003).6 They maintain that expressions cannot refer to a certain
property unless users of the expression are sensitive to that property, and that
this sensitivity should be reflected in the theory of competence. If these con-
ditions are not met, then ‘[c]ommonsense interpretive charity militates against
importing a normative [property] into the semantic assignment’ (Schroeter and
Schroeter, 2003, p. 202). The criterion that the Schroeters suggest can be for-
mulated as follows:

Sensitivity criterion If a term refers robustly to a property in the
world, then this property should also figure in the term’s theory of
competence.

Neil Sinclair has recently used this criterion to generate an objection to all
realist version of CRS. The first step of this argument runs as follows. If a

5See also Wedgwood (2001, pp. 19-20) and Schroeter and Schroeter (2003, p. 197).
6 Schroeter and Schroeter also argue that Wedgwood’s determination theory is not as gen-

eral as Wedgwood takes it to be. It does not work for non-normative expressions containing
non-belief states, such as ‘z is in pain’ and ‘z intends to do x’. For example, Wedgwood’s
determination theory wrongly singles out the correctness of pain as the semantic value of
‘z is in pain’ where we expect the sentence to represent pain itself. This problem could be
solved if Wedgwood was able to distinguish between normative and non-normative expres-
sions (Wedgwood, 2007, p.99f), but Wedgwood would need to explain how this distinction is
being made. So, this objection at least indicates an area where Wedgwood’s determination
theory needs to be expanded upon, but I don’t think it is fatal to CRS in general.
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term can only refer robustly to a property if that property figures in the term’s
theory of competence, then variants of CRS which do not include wide roles
cannot refer robustly. So, if the Sensitivity Criterion is correct, a CRS which
excludes wide conceptual roles cannot refer to robust properties.

To argue that a CRS for moral terms cannot refer to robust properties, the
critic has to establish that a CRS for moral terms excludes wide conceptual
roles. This conclusion can be reached if we accept the following two premises:
(A) wide conceptual roles are causal roles and (B) a CRS for moral terms
excludes causal roles. In his argument, Sinclair does not argue for (A), but
argues directly for his conclusion by showing how the Moral Twin Earth ar-
gument (MTEA) can be used to establish (B). In the next section I discuss
the MTEA and show how Sinclair makes use of it. In section 4 I present a
wide role that is not causal (pace (A)) and show that this wide role is not
vulnerable to the MTEA in section 2.5.

2.3 The Moral Twin Earth Argument

As we saw above, we can distinguish two kinds of conceptual roles: narrow
conceptual roles and wide conceptual roles. Narrow conceptual roles are intra-
mental and are only ‘in the head’. Wide conceptual roles, on the other hand,
specify connections between intentional mental states and objects or properties
outside the head. To make this distinction clearer, we can apply it to Putnam’s
famous Twin Earth thought experiment and show that the content of our
concept WATER involves wide conceptual roles. The argument runs as follows:

Suppose there is a twin of mine in a twin world who uses a concept which
has the same narrow conceptual role as my concept WATER. However, my
concept WATER refers to H 2O, while my twin’s concept refers to XYZ. To
leave open the question whether or not this is the same concept, we can call
this concept TWATER. However, the truth-conditions for the thoughts about
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twater seem to be different from the truth-conditions for thoughts about wa-
ter, as they refer to different properties.7 We further have to assume that the
content of a concept fixes the truth-conditions of thoughts in which the rele-
vant concepts occur; a claim that is also plausible. We now get the following
argument:

1. The narrow contents of ‘water’ and ‘twater’ are equal. (stipulated)

2. The truth-conditions for thoughts about ‘water’ and ‘twater’ are not the
same. (intuition)

3. If two concepts have the same content, then thoughts in which the rel-
evant concepts occur also have the same truth-conditions. (plausible
premise)

4. If thoughts about water and twater don’t have the same truth-conditions,
then water and twater have different contents. (follows from (3))

5. The contents of ‘water’ and ‘twater’ are different. (follows from (2) and
(4))

6. The content of ‘water’ is not the same as the narrow content of ‘water’.
(follows from (1) and (5))

So given that the content of the concept WATER is not identical to the
narrow content, there should be something over and above the narrow content.
Therefore, the conclusion of this argument is that the content of water ‘ain’t
(completely) in the head’: it involves wide conceptual roles as well.

But now look at a similar scenario for moral terms. Below you can find
Sinclair’s description of the thought experiment:

7From now on I will sometimes use “X” as an abbreviation of ‘the concept designated by
“X"’, if this does not lead to confusions.
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As before, my Moral Twin is an exact duplicate of me from the
skin in. The difference this time is that I live in a world where the
(dominant) cause of thoughts about rightness is the consequen-
tialist property C, whereas she lives in a world where the (domi-
nant) cause of thoughts about rightness is the distinct deontologi-
cal property D. Question: Do our rightness-thoughts have different
contents? (2017, p. 13)

We can see that this scenario is in a way similar to the Twin Earth case.
However, Sinclair maintains, our intuitions concerning the second premise of
the original argument are different. For in the scenario just described, Sinclair
thinks that the truth-conditions are the same. He argues for this in the follow-
ing way. Suppose the truth conditions are not the same. Then in the scenario
where I think that y is right and my twin thinks that y is not right, we would
both be making true claims.

[S]ince our thoughts about rightness have different truth-conditions,
both our thoughts could be true (if y is C but not D, for example).
Both these consequences are unpalatable. Intuitively, me and my
twin are [...] in disagreement about the morality of y. We should
reject any supposition that entails otherwise. Hence, we should
reject the supposition that my thoughts and my twin’s thought
about rightness have different contents and (hence) different truth-
conditions. (2017, p. 14)

The crucial difference between the Twin Earth case and the Moral Twin
Earth case is that, according to Sinclair, the second premise from the original
scenario is different in the moral case. He maintains that the truth conditions
for thoughts about rightness and trightness are the same. But if this is correct,
then we no longer have a plausible case for including wide conceptual roles in
the content of ‘right’. The argument that we used in the Twin Earth case relied
on the intuition that truth conditions on both worlds were different: a feature
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missing in the Moral Twin Earth case. Moreover, the best explanation of the
fact that the truth conditions of thoughts involving rightness and trightness
are the same seems to be that the narrow content of ‘right’ is the same as the
content of ‘right’.

What the differences between TE and MTE bring to the forefront is a
principle which helps us decide which conceptual roles are, and which are not,
part of the content of a concept. In the TE case we observed that when I and my
twin respect different conceptual roles, we tend not to disagree when we make
prima facie conflicting judgements about water. From this we concluded that
I and my twin must be using different concepts, and that the wide conceptual
roles are part of the content of these concepts.

In the MTE case, on the other hand, we observed that we do tend to
disagree with our twin when we use different wide conceptual roles. From this
Sinclair concludes that we are using the same concept. And if we are using the
same concept, it is plausible that the wide conceptual roles are not part of the
content of the concept. We can use this to formulate the following principle:

Inclusion Principle: Suppose that I use concept C and my twin
uses a similar concept C⇤. Suppose furthermore that the only
difference between us is that my twin tends to conform to wide
conceptual rule R⇤ when applying C⇤, while I tend to conform to
conceptual rule R when applying C. If, and only if, we have the
intuition that there is genuine disagreement between my twin and
me, then R is not part of the content of C.

This principle seems to be correct, and we can see that it corresponds
extensionally with the Twin Earth (TE) and Moral Twin Earth (MTE) cases.
In TE, I do not disagree with my twin, so the wide conceptual role R ‘is caused
by H 2O ’ is part of the content of the concept WATER. In the Moral Twin Earth
case the wide conceptual role ‘is caused by consequentialist properties’ is not
part of the content of the concept RIGHT. Together with the premise that a
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concept which excludes wide conceptual roles is incompatible with realism, it
is tempting to conclude that conceptual role semantics is incompatible with
moral realism.

2.4 Non-causal Wide Roles

In the previous section I have presented the Inclusion Principle which can be
used to show that a CRS for moral terms excludes roles involving causal re-
lations. This makes it plausible that the causes of our moral mental states
are not part of the content of moral concepts. However, at least some of the
metaethicists who adopt a conceptual role semantics would happily concede
this conclusion. Metaethical nonnaturalists (such as David Enoch (2011b) and
Michael Huemer (2005)) think that the referents of moral concepts are non-
natural, causally inefficacious properties. What nonnaturalists would take to
be the upshot of the Moral Twin Earth argument is that the causes of the
mental states that involve moral concepts are not themselves the referents of
these concepts. And this is of course a welcome conclusion for the nonnatural-
ist. So, when aimed at the nonnaturalist, a Moral Twin Earth argument that
investigates causal entry-roles is not very effective.

Horgan and Timmons (1991; 1992a; 1992b; 1996) originally presented their
Moral Twin Earth argument against what has come to be called ‘new wave’
moral semantics and moral realism (as defended by Boyd (1988), Brink (1984;
1989) and Railton (1993)). These theories maintain that there is a causal role
which can be used to explain our use of moral terms, similar to the causal role
which is played by H2O in explaining the use of our term ‘water’. Horgan and
Timmons have claimed that their argument can be generalized to undermine
all naturalistic realist theories of reference. Whether this generalisation is
successful is still contested (see for example Dunaway and McPherson (2016)),
but it is important to keep into view that versions of nonnaturalism were never
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their intended target.8 To rule out versions of nonnaturalism, we would have to
assume that there are no non-causal wide conceptual roles, or that non-causal
wide conceptual roles are also vulnerable to the MTEA.

It is tempting to think of wide conceptual roles as causal roles. One reason
for this is that wide roles were originally introduced to show how natural kind
terms such as ‘water’ can refer robustly. These paradigmatic examples of wide
conceptual roles all involved causal relations. A second reason which might
explain why the possibility of a nonnaturalist wide role is overlooked is that,
as far as I am aware, no nonnaturalist has proposed a theory of competence
that contains wide conceptual roles. I will use this section to do exactly that.
If successful, the account undermines the claim that a CRS for moral terms
excludes wide conceptual roles.

Several metaethical nonnaturalists defend a version of ethical intuitionism:
an epistemological position which says that we can know objective moral truths
through ‘intuition’; an immediate, intellectual awareness of these truths. One
of the recent, prominent proponents of such a view is (Huemer, 2005). I will
use his position as the basis of a CRS which includes non-causal wide roles.
This does not mean, however, that Huemer himself does or should adopt this
position. It is only my purpose to show how a combination of CRS and ethical
intuitionism could look.

Huemer’s intuitionism depends on what he calls the Principle of Phenom-
enal Conservatism. This principle says that ‘it is reasonable to assume that
things are the way they appear’ (2005, p. 99). When something seems to be
the case, say that p, then we have an appearance that p. Appearances have
propositional contents, but are different from beliefs. Typical examples of ap-
pearances are perceptual appearances: if it seems to be the case that there
is a red object, then I have a perceptual appearance of a red object. Many

8For different objections to the practice of drawing semantic or metaethical conclusions
from intuitions about disagreement, see Dowell (2016) and Plunkett and Sundell (2013). For
the sake of argument, I assume that these criticisms do not succeed.
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foundationalists take these kinds of appearances to provide non-inferential jus-
tification for the belief in the propositional content of the appearance.

In addition to perceptual appearances, Huemer argues that there are in-
tellectual appearances (or intuitions). For Huemer, ‘an intuition that p is a
state of its seeming to one that p that is not dependent on inference from
other beliefs and that results from thinking about p, as opposed to perceiving,
remembering, or introspecting’ (2005, p. 102). Intuitions can be both nor-
mative and non-normative. For example, the intuition that the shortest path
between any two points must be a straight line is a non-normative intuition,
and the intuition that enjoyment is better than suffering is a normative intu-
ition. Intellectual appearances are not to be understood causally. For many
intuitionists, including Huemer, the normative facts that we have direct access
to via intuition are causally inefficacious.

So how could a nonnaturalist make use of intellectual appearances to con-
struct a wide CRS for moral terms? Given the analogy with perceptual ap-
pearances that the intuitionist relies on, it is helpful to look at a CRS for
observational terms. Take for example the belief that x is red. This mental
state is conceptually related to the belief that x is coloured. We can indicate
this using the following rule:

(G1) The belief that x is red commits one to the belief that x is
coloured.

Moreover, in addition to this narrow conceptual role, the predicate ‘x is
red’ is also governed by a belief-forming role. Such a role specifies under which
conditions it is appropriate to form the belief. This condition is itself not a
mental state, but the presence of something red. Intuitionists can account for
this fact, because they typically are direct realists regarding sense-perception.
That is, they maintain that I do not use the perceptual appearance of some-
thing red to infer that there is a red object in front of me; when I have the
perceptual appearance of something red, I form the belief directly. This gives
the following entry-role for the belief that x is red:
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(G2) Being confronted with something red in favourable conditions
commits one to the belief that x is red.

(G2) is similar to the rule that Brandom has in mind when he says about
the concept red that ‘[i]ts noninferential applicability to red things is also
an essential propriety of [its] use’ (2007, p. 657). What is distinctive of the
intuitionist position, is that this sensitivity to red things is explained by us
having a perceptual appearance of something red.

With (G1) and (G2) we have a narrow and a wide conceptual role for the
predicate ‘x is red’. Proponents of CRS now maintain that the predicate refers
to that property that makes both rules correctness-preserving (e.g., Peacocke
2004). For this example, it is plausible that the property that makes the rules
correctness-preserving is the property of being red. This would imply that ‘x
is red’ refers to the property of being red. That seems right.

Now we can shift our attention to the normative domain. The predicate ‘x
is right’ is plausibly also governed by both narrow and wide conceptual roles.
Analogous to the predicate ‘x is red’, the following roles are plausibly part of
the predicate ‘x is right’ if ethical intuitionism is true:

(R1) The belief that x is right commits one to the belief that x is
not wrong.

(R2) Being confronted with something right in favourable conditions
commits one to the belief that x is right.9

Here, (R2) specifies the rule that connects things that are right with the
belief that x is right. Analogously to the case of sensory experiences, Huemer
can say this because he is a direct realist about ethics as well. He states that
the intuitionist

9Huemer also thinks that our knowledge of moral truths gives us reasons for action. So we
should probably include an exit-role for ‘x is right’ as well. To keep the example analogous
to the ‘x is red’ example I have omitted this rule.



42 Chapter 2. Wide Conceptual Role Semantics for Ethical Nonnaturalists

[. . . ] should not say that intuition functions as a kind of evidence
from which we [. . . ] infer moral conclusions. He should say that
for some moral truths, we need no evidence, since we are directly
aware of them, and that awareness takes the form of intuitions;
that is, intuitions just partly constitute our awareness of moral
facts. Intuitions are not the objects of our awareness when we do
moral philosophy; they are just the vehicles of our awareness, which
we ‘see through’ to the moral reality. (2005, pp. 121-2)

With (R2), we therefore have a wide conceptual role connecting ‘x is right’
with the outside world. (R1) is a narrow role which connects the predicate ‘x
is right’ to the predicate ‘x is wrong’. This allows us to determine the property
that is being referred to by the predicate ‘x is right’.

Just as in the perceptual case, we can say that it is that property that makes
the rules correct; plausibly the property of being right. For the intuitionist,
it is important that this property is a fundamental part of reality which we
have access to via intuition. Modern intuitionists (as opposed to classical
intuitionists) hold that intuitions are (just as perceptions) fallible. This means
that we can sometimes be mistaken about the moral judgements we form via
intuitions. However, just like the perceptual case, we can only find out whether
this is the case using other intuitions.10

Now we have a CRS for moral terms which includes wide roles. One ques-
tion that remains is whether it is vulnerable to the Moral Twin Earth objection.
In the next section I will answer this question.

10 Intuitionists could be disjunctivists about intuitions, claiming that intuitions are always
factive. Then they would also need to maintain that we can never be fully sure that something
is an intuition and not a mere seeming (which, according to the disjunctivist, is a very
different mental state).
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2.5 Moral Twin Earth for Nonnaturalists

Some philosophers are critical of the practice of drawing semantic or meta-
physical conclusions from intuitions about disagreement (see footnote 8). And
of course, if these criticisms are successful, I do not have to show that the
nonnaturalist has a better answer to the MTE argument than the naturalist.
However, for the sake of argument, I will assume that the critics are mistaken.
I will assume that the intuitions that are being pumped in the usual MTE case
are veridical. On this assumption, any theory that predicts that there is only
verbal disagreement is false.

My job, therefore, is to show that the intuitionist proposal from the pre-
vious section can vindicate the intuition that my twin and I are disagreeing
in the usual MTE cases. However, before proceeding, I have to be clear on
what is meant by ‘the usual MTE cases’. What I take to be the strength of
the MTE argument is that it presents us with a story about the conditions in
which subjects from different communities typically form beliefs. Given this
story, we get to judge whether there really is substantial disagreement or not.
The thought experiment does not stipulate that the relevant moral concepts
have determinate content. Instead, this question is explicitly left open. More-
over, the thought experiment also does not stipulate that the relevant concepts
are univocal or equivocal, since this would be question begging.11 I will call
MTE thought experiments that satisfy this description, usual versions.

Let us construct a usual version of the MTE case which is aimed at the
intuitionist. In this scenario, we have two communities on two different planets.
On our planet, we generally form the belief that an action is right when it has
the nonnatural property of rightness. On twin earth, my twin’s community
generally forms the belief that an action is right when it has the (different)
nonnatural property trightness (let us suppose for the sake of argument that
such a property exists). Suppose furthermore that there is an action A, that
has the property rightness, but lacks the property trightness. According to the

11See also Dowell (2016, pp. 4-5).
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MTE intuition, when my twin and I disagree about the rightness of action A,
this disagreement is substantial. Can the intuitionist vindicate this judgement?

The answer is yes. She can do this by noticing that nothing in the example
settles that my twin and I are really using different wide roles. For all that
has been said, my twin could be respecting the same wide role (R2). That
is, my twin could also be using a concept that has as part of its content
that being confronted with something right in favourable conditions commits
one to the belief that x is right. This is compatible with my twin in fact
generally forming the belief that something is right when he is confronted with
trightness. The difference between our two communities, the intuitionist would
say, is that the twin communities’ conditions are generally not favourable. The
contemporary intuitionist can make this claim because she does not require
that intellectual appearances are infallible, i.e., she allows for the possibility
of faulty intellectual appearances.12 And if my twin and I are using concepts
with the same (wide) role, then we have vindicated the intuition that there is
substantial disagreement.

Moreover, this suggestion is not open to most naturalists.13 Let us see why
this is so by looking at the original MTE case against Boyd’s moral realism.
According to Boyd, the relation that determines reference is causal regulation.
When two people use terms that are causally regulated by different kinds of
properties, the terms refer to different kinds of properties. It was part of Hor-
gan and Timmons’ thought experiment that the two communities use terms
that are causally regulated by different properties. This is a usual version of
the MTE case, but given the account of reference determination that Boyd
proposes, it is unavoidable that the theory should predict verbal disagreement
(instead of substantial disagreement). For this reason, a proponent of the nat-
uralist theory cannot both accept the MTE intuition and claim that the other

12Huemer, for example, lists 14 possible sources of error in general which include errors
caused by biases, mental defects and miscalculations (2005, pp. 137-8).

13This option might also be open to naturalists that are willing to adopt a theory of
reference determination that is similar to the one proposed in this paper. This is not a
problem for my argument.
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community uses the same wide role: if causal regulation determines references,
then, ipso facto, two communities who use terms that are causally regulated
by different properties refer to different properties. The MTE argument works
against many versions of naturalism, because it seems that we can take any
descriptive story about reference determination that the naturalist proposes
and build that into the MTE scenario. Therefore, these versions of naturalism
cannot vindicate the MTE intuition that there is substantial disagreement.

You might wonder at this stage whether this option is not also available to
the critic of the intuitionist proposal. The critic might respond by proposing a
scenario where my twin and I are using different wide roles. In this scenario we
might think that my twin uses a concept with the following wide conceptual
role:

(R2’) Being confronted with something tright in favourable condi-
tions commits one to the belief that x is tright.

Although the fact that my twin uses (R2’) does not follow from a descrip-
tion of the MTE case, the critic might just stipulate that my twin does so. Let
us call this new scenario ‘Altered Moral Twin Earth’ (AMTE).

And indeed, in the AMTE scenario, the theory predicts that the disagree-
ment between my twin and I is merely verbal. However, we should note that
this is no longer a version of what I called the ‘usual MTE argument’. In the
original setup of the thought experiment, we only needed to explain in what
way subjects form beliefs when confronted with specific properties. In AMTE
we also have to stipulate that our twin uses a concept with a different content.
It is important to recognize that this was not necessary in the original case. If
we are stipulating that the subjects use concepts with different contents, then
it is no wonder that we have the intuition they really do talk past each other.
Someone who accepts the intuition in the usual MTE case is not committed to
the same conclusion in the AMTE case. We can resist a conclusion that relies
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on the assumption that MTE and AMTE are similar. We can, therefore, co-
herently accept the MTE intuition, while resisting (or refraining from making
a judgement regarding) the AMTE intuition.

I conclude therefore that it has not been shown that the MTEA poses
a problem for the nonnaturalists who adopts a wide conceptual role such as
(R2). Of course, the Moral Twin Earth argument was originally meant as an
argument against naturalism, so it comes as no surprise that this version of
nonnaturalism is not vulnerable to the argument. For these reasons, I contend
that the Inclusion Principle cannot be used to show that (R2) is not part of
the content of the concept RIGHT.

2.6 Conclusion

In this paper, I have tried to solve a problem for metaethical realists. The
problem is that a conceptual role semantics for moral terms seems incompatible
with moral realism, as it appears to require wide conceptual roles that run into
the Moral Twin Earth objection. I have argued that a CRS for moral terms
can incorporate wide conceptual roles by showing that the assumption that
wide roles have to be causal roles is mistaken. I have shown this by suggesting
a non-causal wide CRS which is inspired by Michael Huemer’s work on ethical
intuitionism.14 One of the upshots of my proposal is that it shows how a realist

14 In my stated argument above, I relied on the assumption that moral properties are
causally inefficacious. This seems to be important, as we have seen that the upshot of
the Moral Twin Earth argument is that the causes of the mental states that involve moral
concepts cannot themselves be the referents of these concepts. And of course, if moral
properties are causally inefficacious, then these properties are obviously not the causes of
mental states that involve moral concepts. However, the requirement that the referents of
moral concepts are not the causes of the mental states involving these concepts does not imply
that moral properties lack causal powers. For it could very well be that moral properties
do causal work. The only requirement that the argument above has established is that if a
moral concept refers to a property, the causal role the property plays should not be relevant
for determining the referent of the concept. It is playing this role in determining the referent
of the concept that makes a theory vulnerable to the Moral Twin Earth argument. So, the
conceptual role I propose in this paper is compatible with the view that moral properties
have causal powers.
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conceptual role semantics for moral terms can be developed which is relevantly
different from Wedgwood’s influential narrow version. If the proposal succeeds,
it is the only version of CRS which both meets the Sensitivity Criterion and is
compatible with robust versions of realism such as the one developed by David
Enoch and Michael Huemer.






