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6 | Objectivity for Antirealists on a Conceptual

Role Semantics

6.1 Introduction

Many people believe

the objectivity thesis. Some moral judgements are objectively true.

Both robust realists and antirealists maintain that they can account for the
objectivity thesis. There is, however, a common complaint among realists.
Although antirealists pretend to account for the objectivity thesis, they can
only do this by first redefining what is meant by moral objectivity, or so the
realist argues. Let us call this

the objectivity complaint. On a proper understanding of moral
objectivity, antirealists cannot account for the objectivity thesis.

The reason that realists think they are able to account for the objectivity
thesis is that on their view moral properties or entities exist that make it the
case that some moral judgements hold for everyone.1 However, this view faces

the problem of semantic access. If moral properties are causally
inert and response-independent (as robust realists claim), then it is

1 This is not true for moral error theorists. They are representationalists who hold that
no moral judgement is true. However, the moral error theorist will say something similar.
Namely that moral judgements have objective status because these judgements would be true
if the moral entities or properties that we are committed to when making moral judgements
would actually exist.



104 Chapter 6. Objectivity for Antirealists on a Conceptual Role Semantics

unclear how our moral terms latch on to the relevant moral prop-
erties or entities.

To try to solve this problem, realist have adopted a conceptual role semantics
(CRS) for moral terms (Enoch, 2011b, pp. 177-184). I will argue, however,
that this undermines their objectivity complaint against antirealists. To show
this, I will first present two recent examples of the objectivity complaint. Then
I will explain why realists think that conceptual role semantics allows them
to solve the problem of semantic access. I will subsequently argue that on
conceptual role semantics, realists no longer have the resources to make the
objectivity complaint. Finally, I will respond to two objections.

6.2 Two Complaints

The availability of deflationism about semantic concepts such as truth, refer-
ence and fact has made the question how to distinguish different metaethical
positions an urgent one. Given deflationism, metaethical antirealists can say
almost everything the realist can. She can say that ‘giving to the poor is
good’ is true, that it represents giving to the poor as good and that goodness
exists. I have argued elsewhere that a plausible explanation of the distinc-
tion between these positions is to first distinguish between metaethical repre-
sentationalists and metaethical non-representationalists.2 Representationalists
explain the truth of moral judgements in terms of moral reality, while non-
representationalists explain the truth of these judgements in terms of some-
thing else (such as plan states). Robust moral realists and error theorists are
both representationalists, but disagree on the question whether some (first or-
der) moral judgements are true or not. On the other side of the distinction,
quasi-realists and quietist realists are non-representationalists who differ on the

2“Creeping minimalism and the Challenge from Conceptual Role Semantics”, chapter 1
of this dissertation.
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question whether non-representationalists have to “earn the right” to employ
semantic concepts such as truth and fact.

But if this is so, we can wonder, why should one be a representationalist
instead of a non-representationalist? For the non-representationalist seems to
be able to account for everything the representationalist can, without the need
to ascribe to reality the power to explain moral truths. This seems to put
moral representationalism at a disadvantage. The moral representationalist
needs reality to explain the truth of moral judgements and it is exactly this
substantive view on reality that leaves the representationalist (at least one
who is not an error theorist) vulnerable to metaphysical objections. So why
do moral representationalists still believe that their view is preferable to non-
representationalism?

I think that the reason most representationalists prefer their view is that
they believe that only this family of theories can explain why moral discourse
is objective in the relevant sense. Of course, we have to be careful here. For if
you ask someone like Alan Gibbard or Simon Blackburn whether slavery is ob-
jectively wrong, they will certainly agree. Moreover, they will insist that quasi-
realism is able to account for that fact (Gibbard, 1990; Gibbard, 2009; Black-
burn, 1984). But representationalists typically think that the quasi-realist is
mistaken. So in the recent literature we can find examples of representation-
alists making sophisticated arguments against quasi-realism.

Bart Streumer, for example, recognizes that quasi-realists think that they
can deliver objective moral truths. So, instead of arguing that representation-
alism is necessary for satisfying objectivity, Streumer argues that only repre-
sentationalism can explain the truth of

asymmetry. “ [W]hen two people make conflicting normative judge-
ments, at most one of these judgements is correct.” (2017, p. 6)

Another example of the objectivity complaint is presented by David Enoch
(2011b). He argues that only representationalism can explain
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stand your ground. It is permissible to just stand one’s ground in
cases of interpersonal moral conflict (2011b, pp. 25-38).

Enoch argues that the quasi-realist cannot escape the conclusion that moral
disagreement is just like disagreements about taste.

So although antirealists think that they are justified in saying that objective
moral truths exist, Enoch and Streumer both insist that something is missing
in the antirealist’s account that only representationalism can offer.

6.2.1 First Version of the Complaint

Let us look at these complaints in more detail and start with Streumer’s asym-
metry claim. It seems that representationalists can easily explain why it is
the case that when two people make conflicting moral judgements, at most
one of these judgements is correct. For representationalists, reality explains
why moral judgements are correct. Reality cannot be in two conflicting ways.
Therefore, at most one of two conflicting moral judgements is correct. This
argument loosely follows Streumer’s own argument (2017, p. 101).

This line of argument is not available to non-representationalists. They
deny that reality explains the truth value of moral judgements. For them,
something else (such as plan states) does the explanatory work.3 As plan
states of different people can be in two conflicting ways, it seems that the
non-representationalist cannot explain why two conflicting moral judgments
cannot be both correct. Streumer gives an elaborate argument which pur-
ports to show that other attempts that have been brought forward by non-
representationalists in the literature fail as well (2017, pp. 69-91). So, the
upshot of the argument is supposed to be that representationalism is prefer-
able over non-representationalism as it is the only position that can explain
why the asymmetry claim is correct.

3 How the details have to be spelled out is contentious, of course. The representationalist
will insist, however, that at the most fundamental level, non-representationalists will have
to rely on something different than moral reality to do the explanatory work.
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6.2.2 Second Version of the Complaint

Now let us focus on Enoch’s complaint. He starts off with the observation that
in interpersonal conflicts, we typically have at least two ways of proceeding.
We can either choose an impartial solution in which the preferences of both
agents count equally (e.g., to let a dice roll decide). Or, one or both agents
could stand his or her ground and insist that their preferences are satisfied.

Now suppose that two people are involved in a conflict that is based on
‘mere preferences’, e.g, suppose we try to decide whether to play tennis or
watch a movie together. In this kind of conflict, it does not seem permissible
to stand one’s ground. According to Enoch, this is impermissible because it
would involve thinking that my preferences are more important just because
they are mine.

Now let us suppose that I hold that causing dogs serious pain is morally
unproblematic. You, on the other hand, believe that it is morally wrong to
cause serious pain to dogs. Now suppose furthermore that we have to decide
on a course of action. In such a case, it is permissible for at least one agent
to stand his or her ground and insist that the conflict is resolved in a way
that satisfies that agent’s preferences. But Enoch argues, this is a problem for
quasi-realists. For the quasi-realist has to explain why normative conflict is
different from questions that are based on ‘mere preferences’.

The realist holds that the truth or moral judgements is explained by reality.
So she has an easy time explaining why it is permissible to stand one’s ground.
In other domains where the truth is explained by reality, such as the question
whether the Eiffel Tower is 324 meters tall, we also don’t opt for impartial so-
lutions when we disagree. However, quasi-realists hold that the truth of moral
judgements is explained by something else. If what is doing the explaining
looks much like desires or preferences, then the quasi-realist fails to illustrate
why we take standing one’s ground in moral cases to be permissible.
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6.3 The Problem of Semantic Access

In the previous section I have presented two examples of the objectivity com-
plaint. However, the antirealist can retort that realists have a problem of their
own: the problem of semantic access. The problem of semantic access is a
problem for robust realists: metaethicists who think that moral properties are
causally inert and response-independent (typically the metaethicists who are
most vocal in raising the objectivity complaint, also against fellow realists).
However, this account of moral properties makes it difficult to see how our
moral terms latch onto these properties. After all, the standard theories of
reference presuppose that the properties and entities which are the referents
of our terms have causal powers. For example, many people accept a causal
theory of reference for natural kind terms and proper names.4 These theories
are, however, obviously unattractive when applied to moral entities if these
entities are understood in the way the nonnaturalist proposes. Moreover, all
theories of reference that take as their model the usual interaction with or-
dinary objects (such as tables and chairs) are ruled out, simply because we
can have no causal interaction with causally inert properties or entities. So
how do our moral terms latch on to causally inert and response-independent
properties? This is the problem of semantic access.

David Enoch argues for role semantics because he thinks that it can solve
the problem of semantic access (2011b, pp. 177-184).5 Conceptual role seman-
tics is the view that the meaning of a term is constituted by the conceptual
role the term plays. Let us see how this is supposed to work. Enoch follows
Wedgwood, like most moral representationalists who adopt a CRS for moral
terms, in holding that the meaning of terms consists of two parts. Firstly, we
need to know what the rules are that specify what it means for a subject to

4 I have in mind theories inspired by, most prominently, Saul Kripke (1980) and Hilary
Putnam (1975).

5Ralph Wedgwood argues for role semantics because he sees it as the only theory that
can explain why there is an essential connection between moral judgments and motivation
for action (2007, Ch. 1 & Ch. 4).
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be a competent user of a term (the theory of competence). Secondly, we need
to know why the term singles out the referent that it does (the determination
theory). The theory of competence of a term is given by the conceptual role
that makes up the content of a term. For the time being we can think of the
conceptual role of a normative term as the normative role the term plays.6

I will come back to this issue later in the paper. Wedgwood follows earlier
conceptual role semanticists (such as Peacocke, 2004) by asserting that we
should assign that referent to a term which makes the roles from the theory of
competence valid and complete.

But what does it mean to say that a role is valid and complete? Conceptual
roles typically have the following form: mental state S1 commits one to mental
state S2. Wedgwood claims that such a role is valid and complete if it is
necessarily the case that S1 is correct only if S2 is correct. If the content of a
concept consists of more than one role, then the referent is such that it makes
all roles together valid and complete. So if this account is correct, realists
can explain how our moral terms latch on to the relevant moral properties or
entities. Our moral terms latch on to moral properties because these properties
make the roles from the theory of competence valid and complete.

6.4 Satisfying Objectivity for Realists

In the previous section we have seen that realists have adopted a conceptual
role semantics (CRS) for moral terms to solve the problem of semantic access.
However, as I will argue, adopting CRS has implications for their objectivity
complaint against antirealists. Let me show why this is so.

The realist is a representationalist who maintains that there are, in fact,
moral properties. These properties are supposed to make it the case that the
realist can satisfy the objectivity thesis. Let us see if this is so on conceptual
role semantics.

6As Wedgwood at least seems to assume for his account (2001).
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On Streumer’s version of the objectivity complaint, a theorist should be
able to explain why it is the case that when two people make conflicting moral
judgements, at most one of these judgements is correct. As we saw in Section
6.1, metaethical realists will say that this is explained by the fact that moral
judgements refer to moral properties.

However, on CRS, this is not enough. It also has to be the case that the
two people who make conflicting judgements refer to the same moral property.
If this is not the case, then two people can make moral judgements that seem
to conflict and both be correct, as they refer to different properties. What
realists therefore have to show is that when two people make conflicting moral
judgements, they refer to the same property. Let us call this the

Representationalist Objectivity Condition. When A makes moral
judgement “�-ing is right” and B makes a conflicting moral judge-
ment, then both speakers A and B refer to the same moral property
when they employ the term “right”.

To be able to satisfy this requirement we have to ascertain when two moral
judgements conflict. One conclusion you might draw from the extensive liter-
ature on the Moral Twin Earth Argument is that two conflicting judgements
do not necessarily have to involve the same concept. A could be employing
wrong, while B employs wrong*. The judgements can conflict, as long as
wrong and wrong* play the same normative role. That is, they play the
same role in action and thought. The notion of normative role is admittedly
vague, but the notion is familiar from the literature.7 The challenge for the
realist is to show that a moral term’s normative role picks out a unique robust
moral property. In other words, she has to explain how the normative role
establishes a robust connection to properties ‘in the world’.8

7 See for example Hare (1952), Horgan and Timmons (2009) and Eklund (2017).
8Officially, this is not a requirement for error theorists, as they hold that there are no

normative entities. If this is correct, then the asymmetry holds trivially. However, as it is
just as important for error theorists that in case of conflicting normative judgements people



6.4. Satisfying Objectivity for Realists 111

Above we saw that realists who adopt a CRS hold that we should assign
that referent to a term which makes the roles from the theory of competence
valid and complete. Moreover, if the content of a concept consists of more
than one role, then the referent is such that it makes all roles together valid
and complete. We can illustrate the consequences of this theory by looking at
our concept water. Suppose that one of the roles that make up the theory of
competence of water is RT:

(RT) The belief that X is water commits one to the belief that X is
colourless.

The role RT itself is unable to assign a unique referent: more than one
substance is colourless. However, the more roles we add to the content of a
term, the more likely it is that they will pick out one unique referent.9

One way of interpreting Putnam’s Twin Earth Argument is that it shows
that the content of water contains so-called wide conceptual roles. The con-
ceptual roles we have been talking about up until now are narrow conceptual
roles: they only involve connections between mental states, such as beliefs, de-
sires, and intentions. They are intra-mental and are only “in the head”. Wide
conceptual roles, on the other hand, specify connections between mental states
and entities or properties outside the head. Putnam purports to show that
properties of the environment play an important role in determining what the
referent of the term ‘water’ is. He sketches a scenario with a twin world that
is identical to our world, but where the watery stuff in the rivers and oceans
is actually XYZ instead of H2O. That is, in the twin world the use of the term
‘water’ is casually regulated by XYZ . If I had an identical twin living on the
twin world, he could be using the term ‘water’ in exactly the same way (at
least insofar as it is introspectively discernible) as I do, but still refer to XYZ

purport to refer to the same property, error theorists should probably be as worried about
this problem as other representationalists.

9At least if we assume that the roles pick out some referent, i.e., if we ignore the aquatic
error theory.
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instead of H2O. So, according to Putnam, meanings “ain’t [solely] in the head”
(1975, p. 227). In other words, these concepts involve wide as well as narrow
conceptual roles. So, if moral concepts are relevantly similar to concepts such
as water, then we can expect that they also contain both narrow and wide
conceptual roles.

The literature on the Moral Twin Earth Argument makes clear why the
inclusion of wide roles is a problem for the realist. If our moral concepts
contain wide roles, then the wide roles determine in an important sense the
referent of our moral concepts (just as Putnam arguably showed in the case
of water). On the other hand, if the normative role of our moral concepts
does not contain wide roles, then we can imagine a twin world where people
make moral judgements that appear to conflict with ours (i.e., with the same
normative role), using concepts that have different wide roles. This entails that
A could be making moral judgement “�-ing is right” while B makes a conflicting
moral judgement and both speakers A and B do not refer to the same moral
property when they employ the term “right”. That is, if the normative role of
our moral concepts does not contain wide roles, then the Representationalist
Objectivity Condition is not satisfied. This feature is exactly what is taken to
be problematic in metaethical positions that adopt a causal theory of reference
for moral terms (Horgan and Timmons, 1992a).

So the challenge for realists is to make plausible that the normative role
of our moral terms is broad enough to single out a unique referent. Can this
challenge be met? Neil Sinclair (2017) has recently argued that this challenge
poses an insurmountable problem for the realist who adopts CRS. I think
Sinclair overstates the conclusions of his argument, since he mistakenly assumes
that once we have excluded causal wide roles we have excluded all wide roles.10

However, that the realist has some work to do is clear. Either wide roles are
necessary to pick out a unique referent, or they are not. If wide roles are
necessary, then the wide role must be part of the normative role. This is not

10See chapter 2 of this dissertation.
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a trivial task, and Horgan and Timmons have shown that many versions of
metaethical naturalism posit wide roles that are not part of the normative
role.11

The realist could, on the other hand, maintain that moral concepts are not
relevantly similar to concepts such as water. That is, she could hold that wide
roles are not necessary to pick out a unique referent. Wedgwood is the only
realist who has defended a determination theory which is supposed to single
out robust properties without invoking wide roles. However, this is also taken
to be the weak point of his position (Schroeter and Schroeter, 2003; Sinclair,
2017). If an expression is supposed to refer to a specific property, then users
of that expression should display some kind of sensitivity to that property
in the theory of competence. If this is not the case, then “[c]ommonsense
interpretive charity militates against importing a normative element into the
semantic assignment” (Schroeter and Schroeter, 2003, p. 202). Given this
sensitivity criterion, it is impossible that a normative role which consists only
of narrow roles can refer uniquely to a moral property.

To recapitulate, in this section I have argued that realists who adopt role
semantics face a problem. In order to be able to raise the objectivity complaint,
it is not enough to postulate robust moral properties. Realists also have to
show that every concept that has the same normative role as our concept
right picks out the same robust moral property. The only plausible way for
the realist to satisfy this criterion is to show that the wide roles that single
out a unique referent are part of the normative role of the concept right. So
if realists want to complain, they have to maintain that the normative role of
our moral concepts contains wide roles.

11 In chapter 2 of this dissertation, I have argued that if a realist is willing to commit
herself to two controversial claims, she might be able to claim that the content of moral terms
involves wide roles and that they are, arguably, part of the normative role. I say “arguably”,
because I have shown in the paper that typical Moral-Twin-Earth- style arguments don’t
work against this position. By itself, however, this does not establish that the wide roles are
part of the normative role.
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I recognize that some readers will find it implausible that the normative
role of our moral concepts involves wide roles. Some people take it to be
obvious that the normative role is completely “narrow”. However, this does
not undermine my argument. On the contrary, if this is the case for you,
then you are already on board with the general argument that I am presenting
(that adopting CRS undermines the realist’s objectivity complaint). However,
I think it is also the case that the relevant philsophical literature is never
completely clear on what exactly the normative role of our moral concepts
is.12 So we can take from the above discussion that realists should say that
the normative role involves wide roles if they want to satisfy the objectivity
thesis. And for the sake of the argument, we can analyse the tenability of
the objectivity complaint on the assumption that the normative role of our
moral concepts is broader than some people take it to be. Let us, therefore,
do exactly that.

6.5 Objectivity for Moral Antirealists

In the previous section I have argued that on role semantics, realists should
argue that wide roles are part of the normative role if they want to complain
about antirealists. In this section, however, I will argue that once the realist
has made this move, the antirealist is able to develop her theory in a way that
undermines the objectivity complaint.

At a first glace, it seems that the antirealist is vulnerable to the objectivity
complaint. For antirealists obviously cannot meet the Representationalist Ob-
jectivity Condition; this condition requires the existence of moral properties.
However, antirealists can capture the intuition behind the Representationalist
Objectivity Condition. If we endorse a role semantics for moral terms, then ob-
jectivity can be satisfied without relying on robust moral properties (or so I will
argue). Remember that moral antirealists deny that the truth value of moral

12 See also (Eklund, 2017, pp. 38-40) for a discussion of the use of (sameness of) normative
role in the literature.
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judgements is explained by moral reality. So how can it be the case that when
two people make conflicting moral judgements, at most one of them is correct,
given that we reject the metaphysics presupposed by the Representationalist
Objectivity Condition?

The answer is that antirealists can satisfy objectivity by showing that the
truth of the particular moral claims is entailed by the normative role that our
moral terms play. To see how this works, imagine two different normative
terms that figure in conflicting normative judgements: term T and term T ⇤.
Realists account for asymmetry by insisting that T and T ⇤ ascribe the same
property (for example rightness). Antirealists deny that this property exists
(at least insofar as it can do explanatory work). But they don’t deny that T

and T ⇤ have an extension. So, to account for asymmetry, the antirealist has
to show that some elements of the extension of T also occur in the extension
of any T ⇤. To simplify this a little, the antirealist has to show that some
judgements of the form “action A is X” are true, regardless of the alternative
to term T one fills in for X.

There are two ways in which the antirealist can defend this claim. Firstly,
she can argue that some substantive moral judgements are part of the norma-
tive role of our moral terms. If, for example, the substantive judgement that
�’ing is right is part of the normative role of our concept right, then every
concept that has the same normative role as our concept right applies to
�’ing. Another strategy for the antirealist is to claim that all elements of the
normative role of the concept right together entail substantial moral judge-
ments. Both strategies would guarantee that the intersection of the extension
of any T and T ⇤ is non-empty and therefore, that some substantial moral
judgements are correct for everyone who uses a concept with the same nor-
mative role as our concept right. These two strategies give us the following
ways for antirealists to explain the asymmetry claim:
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Normative Role Approach Let S be the set containing the ele-
ments of the normative role that make up the content of our con-
cept right. Then assymetry holds if at least one of the following
conditions holds:

(1) Among the elements of S are substantive moral judgements,
or

(2) they do entail substantive moral judgements.

Both disjuncts say that moral judgements are objectively true if they follow
from the normative role of our moral concepts. Let us in the remaining part
of this paper focus on the first of the two disjuncts. What substantial moral
judgement could plausibly said to be part of the normative role of our moral
concepts? In the previous section we concluded that to satisfy the objectivity
thesis, realists have to claim that the normative role of our moral concepts
contains wide conceptual roles. If they would not make this claim, then they
are no longer in a position to make the objectivity complaint.

How could an antirealist make use of the supposed fact that the normative
role of our moral concepts contains wide conceptual roles? Unlike the moral
realist, the antirealist could not claim that moral properties or entitites figure
in the relevant wide roles. Instead, the antirealist should hold that non-moral
properties or entities figure in the wide roles. She should claim that if a speaker
is not willing to draw specific moral inferences based on a purely descriptive
description of a scenario, then she is not using a conflicting term. An example
might help here.

Suppose that you judge that stealing is wrong. Now, imagine that you
come accross someone speaking a different language, who judges that stealing
is not wrong*. Now you want to figure out if the two judgements conflict. The
best way to go about it, is to find out what other judgements the other person
is willing to apply “wrong*” to. Now suppose that you found out that this
person would deny that engaging in the recreational slaughter is wrong*, that
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she would deny that breaking a promise on which another is relying simply
for convenience’s sake is wrong* and that she would deny that it is wrong* to
humiliate others simply for pleasure. If this is all the case, then it is plausible
to conclude that she is using a term with a different normative role and that
the judgements about stealing do not in fact conflict with each other.

If this is correct, then the following rules plausibly figure in the normative
role of our moral term “wrong”:

(A) It is pro tanto wrong to engage in the recreational slaughter of
a fellow person.

(B) It is pro tanto wrong to break a promise on which another is
relying simply for convenience’s sake.

(C) It is pro tanto wrong to humiliate others simply for pleasure.13

On the current proposal, these propositions are not only very hard to deny.
We can make a further claim. If someone denied these propositions, then she
would be using a concept with a different normative role than our concept
wrong. One reason for believing that this is the case, is that it can explain
several important features of moral discourse. If substantive moral judgements
such as (A)-(C) follow from the normative role of our moral concepts, then this
explains why the judgements seem to be necessary and incontestable truths.
Moreover, it explains why some moral judgements seem self-evident to many
of us.

6.6 Normative role or conceptual truths?

You might think that the Normative Role Approach is the same as the claim
that (A)-(C) are conceptual truths. So let us take a look at such a proposal

13 These examples are taken from (Cuneo and Shafer-Landau, 2014). See the next section
for a discussion of the diffences between their view and the one discussed here.
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to see what the differences are and why they matter. Cuneo and Shafer-
Landau have recently defended a view that holds that claims such as (A)-
(C) are conceptual truths: the Moral Fixed Point Thesis (MFPT). According
to this view, concepts are abstract, mind-independent entities that exist in a
Fregean “third realism”, independent of the mental and the physical. On Cuneo
and Shafer-Landau’s interpretation of this view, every concept has an essence.
The essence of a concept is essential in their account of conceptual truths in
the following way:

The proposition <that x is F> is a conceptual truth if and only if
it belongs to the essence of the concept of F, or to the essence of
the concept of x, or both, that, necessarily, anything that satisfies
the concept of x also satisfies the concept of F (Cuneo and Shafer-
Landau, 2014, p. 410).

The MFPT shares some of the advantages of the Normative Role Approach:
it can explain certain features of our moral practice. Moreover, Cuneo and
Shafer-Landau intend to be able to account for our intuitions about moral ob-
jectivity without the metaphysical and epistemological problems that usually
plague (orthodox) moral nonnaturalism. However, it is also vulnerable to two
objections that the Normative Role Approach can escape.

One of the attractions of the MFPT is that it gives us substantive moral
conceptual truths. So if judgement J is one of these truths, it is true for ev-
eryone who uses the same concepts as we do. The problem, however, is that
the proposal is vulnerable to objections similar to the Moral Twin Earth Ar-
gument. If J is a conceptual truth, then it is necessarily part of the conceptual
role of wrong, but not necessarily part of the normative role of wrong.
We can imagine a society using a concept which fulfils the same role as our
concept wrong, say wrong*, but which has a different essence. Moreover,
suppose that A⇤ is one of the propositions that is true in virtue of the essence
of wrong*
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(A*) It is pro tanto wrong* not to engage in the recreational slaugh-
ter of a fellow person.

If this is possible, and there seems to be nothing in the MFTP that rules
out this scenario, then (A) is not objectively true in the relevant sense.14

Cuneo and Shafer-Landau could insist that because (A) is a moral fixed-point,
wrong* is not a moral concept. And this could very well be the case. However,
the problem remains, as (A⇤) is a moral* fixed-point, and there is no obvious
reason for thinking that morality has priority over morality*.

Why think that the Normative Role Approach (NRA) fares better than
the MFPT? Remember that the NRA claims that some propositions are true
in virtue of the normative role of the constituent concepts. This proposal
avoids the problem mentioned above, for the propositions that are part of
the normative role of our moral concepts are true for all relevant alternative
moral concepts with the same normative role. Let us briefly look at one of the
previous examples: “recreational slaughter is wrong”. If this proposition is true
in virtue of the normative role that wrong plays, it is true for all propositions
of the form “recreational slaughter is X”, where X is a concept that plays the
same normative role as our concept wrong. Moreover, if we plug in a concept
with a different normative role, say good or something non-normative such as
unpopular, then it might not come out as true. But this is not a problem,
because then the judgements no longer conflict. People tend to agree that
conflict intuitions arise because, and when, the normative role is the same or
similar enough. So if the normative role is different, then conflict intuitions
should not arise. If the normative role is the same (or similar enough), then
the truths that are associated with the normative role hold for both parties.

14 See also Copp (2017) and Evers and Streumer (2016).
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6.7 Two Objections

6.7.1 Normative Role Too Slim

I have argued that the availability of the NRA poses a problem for the realist’s
ability to justifiably complain about antirealists. One might worry, however,
that although this is the case, there is still a problem with the NRA, because
the normative role of our moral terms is too slim to bear the weight of the
current argument. That is, one might think that the normative role of, say,
right is not thick enough to entail substantive moral truths.

I don’t think that this is the case. However, because I haven’t argued what
the normative role exactly is (and no one else as far as I know), I am in no
position to give a definite argument for this. So let me first assume, for the sake
of argument, that the normative role is not thick enough to entail substantive
moral truths. I have shown in this paper that the supposed thinness of the
normative role is not specifically a problem for antirealists. If the normative
role is slimmer than the antirealist who defends the NRA thinks, then this is a
problem for moral realists as well. For the realist has not satisfied objectivity
by merely positing normative entities or properties. She also has to show
that when we employ normative vocabulary, we necessarily refer to the same
normative entities. That is, she has to show that the normative role of our
moral terms uniquely picks out one property. As long as this is not established,
two people might be making incompatible normative judgements and both be
correct. For example, if person A refers to property X when he says �-ing is
right and person B refers to property Y when she says that �-ing is not right,
they might still be correct. This is so, if �-ing has property X and does not
have property Y.

But although the main argument in this paper is negative, let me also make
a positive point regarding the thickness of the normative role of, say, rightness.
There seem to be conceptual limits to what can count as falling under the
concept of rightness. For example, the concept of rightness cannot turn out
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to be a shade of blue (Parfit, 2011; Howard and Laskowski, forthcoming).
Moreover, this does not only seem to hold for our current concept of rightness,
but also for alternative concepts. It is therefore plausible that these limits
are set by the normative role of moral concepts. Secondly, we have different
moral and nonmoral concepts that both have positive valence and are related to
action. Think of epistemic, prudential, aesthetic and moral notions of goodness
for example. These concepts all play different normative roles. The normative
role of these different concepts of goodness should therefore be thick enough
to account for these differences.

6.7.2 Scope of Moral Objectivity

If what I have said above is correct, the realist can no longer justifiably raise the
objectivity complaint. For antirealists can also show that some moral judge-
ments are objectively true. However, the realist might respond by insisting
that this argument is based on a misunderstanding of the complaint. She did
mean to say that some moral judgements are objectively true, she could argue,
she wants to hold the

revised objectivity thesis. All moral judgements are objectively
true or false.

And the complaint she makes is the

revised objectivity complaint. On a proper understanding of moral
objectivity, antirealists cannot account for the revised objectivity
thesis.

And indeed, if the objectivity extends to all moral language, then it seems that
the antirealist has given insufficient reason to stop the realist from making the
revised objectivity complaint.

Let us therefore look at the reasonableness of the revised objectivity com-
plaint. What is the scope of moral objectivity? To start off, we can identify
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two extreme views. The total objectivist holds that all moral judgements are
either objectively true or objectively false. On the other side we can find the
total subjectivist, she holds that no moral judgement is either objectively true
or objectively false. In between the two extremes is a large area, however, in
which objectivity holds for some, but not all moral judgements. Let us call
this position moderate objectivism.

A first observation is that the claim that we started this paper with, that
many people believe the objectivity thesis, is false when we extend it to the re-
vised objectivity thesis. An increasing number of moral psychologists maintain
that ordinary people have objectivist intuitions about some moral judgements
and subjectivists intuitions about other moral judgements (e.g., Beebe (2014),
Beebe and Sackris (2016), Sarkissian et al. (2014), Wright et al. (2013) and
Pölzer and Wright (forthcoming; 2019)). So emperical research indicates that
most people believe that moderate objectivism is correct. As moderate ob-
jectivism is incompatible with the revised objectivity thesis, the thesis is less
plausible as a neutral start point of discussion.

But also many realists think that the revised objectivity thesis is false.
Parfit, for example, in his pursuit of a Unified Theory in Reasons and Persons,
recognizes that some paradoxes seem to be unavoidable if we demand that all
true moral judgements are objectively true. In one of the final sections, he
expresses this sentiment as follows:

We should not assume that the objectivity of Ethics must be all-
or-nothing. There may be a part of morality that is objective. [. . . ]
There may be other questions about which we shall never agree.
There may be no true answers to these questions. [. . . ] These
questions may be subjective. (1984, pp. 452-3)

So in this passage, Parfit advocates moderate objectivism; we should not
expect that the whole of morality is objective. Another moral realist who seems
to adopt moderate objectivism is Tim Scanlon. In his Being Realistic About
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Reasons he defends a “realistic” version of cognitivism. And with “realistic”
he means that “there may be limits to the range of cases in which such claims
[about reasons for action] have determinate truth values” (2014, p. 2).

Moreover, even a robust realist like David Enoch defines his theory in
a way that is compatible with moderate objectivism. In the section where
he presents his view, he maintains that “[Robust Realism] states that some
normative judgments are objectively non-vacuously true” (Enoch, 2011b, p. 4,
emphasis mine). And on top of that, the arguments he presents for his view
only establish moderate objectivism. He starts off from the observation that it
is “intuitively clear that in some cases of inter-social or inter-cultural conflicts
that are due to moral disagreement (say, about the status of women) we are
required – at least if we are right about the substantive issues in dispute – to
stand our moral ground“ (2011b, p. 23, emphasis mine). From this, he argues
that at least some moral judgements are objectively true. So, if successful, his
arguments rule out total subjectivism, but doesn’t go further than that.

Apart from these examples, it is widely recognized that at least some moral
judgements have indeterminate truth values. This holds, for example, for moral
judgements that have borderline cases, i.e., if some moral predicates are vague
predicates. That this is the case can be shown as follows. Although it might
be permissible to perform an abortion in the first week of pregnancy, it seems
wrong to perform an abortion in the 39th week (at least if the reasons for
performing the abortion are not serious). However, there seems to be a period
in which it is indeterminate whether an abortion is permissible. The only way
to deny this would be to claim that there was some precise time (in days,
seconds or milliseconds) after which the moral status changes.15 So it seems

15One way to save total objectivism for these cases is to claim that the vagueness is
merely epistemic (for example, an instance of Timothy Williamson’s (1994) general account of
vagueness). I have to admit that I don’t find this position very plausible for the paradigmatic
cases of vagueness. I find it hard to believe that there really is a grain of sand whose removal
turns a heap into a non-heap. Moreover, Miriam Schoenfield (2016) has recently presented
some arguments to show that in the moral domain, this position is even less tenable.
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that in “vague context”, moral judgements don’t have a determinate answer
and can’t be said to be objectively true or false.

I don’t think that the reasons presented above provide us with conclusive
reason to think that total objectivism is false. It does, however, make it plau-
sible that moderate objectivism is true. For this reason, I don’t think that the
objectivity complaint can plausibly demand from a metaethical theory that it
can show us that all moral judgements are objectively true or false.16

6.8 Conclusion

In this paper I have argued that the realists’ response to the problem of se-
mantic access might come with more costs than they seem to realise. Although
adopting conceptual role semantics helps them solve the problem of sementic
access, it undermines their ability to raise the objectivity complaint against
antirealists. I conclude therefore that the realist is left with two options. She
can reject role semantics and try to find other solutions to the problems that

16 At this point we can imagine a realist with a lingering complaint. Although she is
satisfied that moderate objectivism is correct, she still thinks that the antirealist has not
provided us with the right extension of moral objectivity. That is, she might have the strong
intuition that some moral judgement, say X, is objectively true, but also holds that it is not
entailed by the normative role that is associated with the moral concept that is constitutive
of the judgmenent. If this is indeed the case, then this would give us another variant of the
objectivity complaint. However, in this case the complaint is not very strong, or so I would
argue.

First, we have to be sure that X is indeed objectively true. There are many reasons
to be suspicious about the reliabilty of specific judgements about moral objectivity. There
is certainly much less consensus about the truth of any specific claim that there is about
the truth of the objectivity thesis. This brings me to the second reason to doubt the new
complaint. In general, the evidence that a judgement is objectively true is also evidence that
the judgement is entailed by the normative role of the relevant concepts. So how can we be
so sure that X is not entailed by the normative role? The content of the normative role is
not wholly transparant to us, so it could very well be that more is entailed by the normative
role of our moral concepts than this representationalist imagines. For these reasons I do not
think that this second revised complaint is plausibly successful either.
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instigated her move away from representationalism about meaning. Alterna-
tively, she can embraces conceptual role semantics, but this means that she
should stop complaining.




