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Conclusion

In this dissertation I have investigated how the objectivity of moral judgements
can be explained. As I said in the introduction, the standard realist explanation
faces several problems: it is metaphysically problematic and it is not clear how
our moral terms manage to latch on to moral properties. The most influential
solution to the latter problem is to adopt conceptual role semantics, according
to which terms get their meaning in virtue of the conceptual role these terms
play. In many of the papers in this dissertation, the adoption of conceptual
role semantics has functioned as a starting point. Let me sum up some of the
conclusions I reached in these papers.

At the beginning of this dissertation, I argued that conceptual role seman-
tics makes the distinction between moral realism and moral antirealism more
difficult to draw than it already was. Ralph Wedgwood’s conceptual role se-
mantics for moral terms presents a problem for Dreier’s influential solution to
this problem. I also argued that this problem is structural, and cannot be
easily solved within Dreier’s framework. To remedy this problem I presented
a new explanation of the distinction between realism and antirealism on the
basis of what explains the truth-value of a moral judgement.

In the second paper, I presented a version of moral realism that is compat-
ible with conceptual role semantics. By presenting this metaethical position, I
showed that Sinclair’s argument against the compatibility of CRS and moral
realism fails (2017). In the third paper, I argued that although realism is com-
patible with CRS, it still faces important metaphysical and epistemological
problems. I motivated this claim by showing that David Enoch’s indispens-
ability argument is unable to solve these problems. So in the first half of
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this dissertation I argued that although CRS is compatible with moral realism
(pace Neil Sinclair), it is unable to solve the usual metaphysical problems with
moral realism (pace David Enoch).

In the papers that make up the second half of this dissertation I explored
possiblities for the antirealist to satisfy moral objectivity. In the fourth paper
I presented a metaethical position that is attractive for metaethical antirealists
who don’t want to commit themselves to minimalism about truth and reference.
This is important, because currently all available versions of conceptual role
semantics are either realist or committed to minimalism. In the fifth paper,
however, I argued that this position does not fare better in satisfying objectivity
than other versions of antirealism. Moreover, I showed that this conclusion
also applies to recent non-metaphysical versions of realism, such as the one
presented by Tim Scanlon and Derek Parfit.

In the final paper I presented a version of antirealist CRS that is as capable
of satisfying objectivity as realist CRS. The conclusion of this argument holds
even if we ignore the metaphysical and epistemological challenges that moral
realism faces. So can we have objectivity without reality? This depends on
the normative role of our moral terms. If it is as thin as some philosophers
suppose, then neither realism nor antirealism can satisfy objectivity. However,
if it is broader, then the position presented in chapter 6 provides us with a
good candidate for a version of moral antirealism that is able to satisfy moral
objectivity.

This leaves me with some questions that are interesting topics for further re-
search. The first question concerns the normative role of our moral terms. As
we have seen, this notion plays an important role when we discussed objectiv-
ity. Moreover, this was not an invention on my part. The literature on the
Moral Twin Earth Argument and the literative regarding Alternative Norma-
tive Concepts also rely on the notion of normative role (although it does not
always go by the same label). Both the Moral Twin Earth Argument and the
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challenge of Alternative Normative Concepts stipulates that some alternative
community uses concepts that are in some way similar to our normative con-
cepts. For example, R.M. Hare asks us to imagine a society that uses terms
that are used to praise actions and persons, just like our term ‘good’ (Hare,
1952). And Horgan and Timmons’, in their Moral Twin Earth argument, pro-
vide us with the following description of a different community:

Moral Twin Earthlings are normally disposed to act in certain ways
corresponding to judgments about what is “good” and “right”; they
normally take considerations about what is “good” and “right” to be
especially important, even of overriding importance in most cases,
in deciding what to do, and so on. (Horgan and Timmons, 1992a,
p. 188)

Matti Eklund is another philosopher for whom the notion of normative role
plays an important role. In his recent book Choosing Normative Concepts,
“normative role” is arguably the most important concept.

Unfortunately, however, none of the examples mentioned above give us a
precise specification of what it means for two terms or concepts to play the
same normative role. So, although the notion of normative role seems to be ‘in
good standing’, as Eklund remarks, we lack a precise definition or description
of the content of the notion. This is a lacuna in the literature, since we have
seen in this dissertation that the realist’s and the antirealist’s ability to satisfy
objectivity depends on the content of the normative roles of moral concepts.
So this is definitely a question that deserves more attention.

Another question is how the Normative Role Approach (NRA) is related to
other versions of antirealism that claim to be able to satisfy objectivity. One
prominent candidate is Kantian constitutivism (from now on just “constitu-
tivism”): a version of antirealism that has benefited much from the work of
Christine Korsgaard. I think that NRA and constitutivism are in an impor-
tant sense different. Moreover, I think that this gives the NRA at least two
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important advantages. Let me give a tentative description of the difference
between the views.

Constitutivists defend the following two claims: “that the norms of ratio-
nality and morality can be derived from the constitutive features of agency”
and “that we cannot but be agents, that agency is non-optional” (Ferrero,
2009).1 From these two premises, constitutivists conclude that the norms of
rationality and morality are objectively correct. There are two objections that
are typically raised against this view. Firstly, that if there is no prior reason to
be an agent, then it is unclear why the norms that can be derived from what
is constitutive of agency have normative force (this argument is known as the
shmagency objection; see also Chapter 3 of this dissertation). Secondly, that
even if some norms can be derived from rational agency, it is far from obvious
that rational agency allows us to derive the whole of morality.

According to NRA, objective moral truths follow from the normative role
that our moral concepts play. These truths hold for all creatures that employ
terms that are relevantly similar to ours. That is, they hold for creatures who
employ terms with the same normative role as our moral concepts. One of
the advantages of this approach is that it distinguishes between the source of
normativity and the source of objectivity. Let me explain this difference. The
source of normativity is the answer to the question of what makes morality
normative. A realist, for example, will say that a claim is normative if that
claim corresponds to some moral entity or property. So, for the realist the
sources of normativity are moral entities or properties. The source of objectivity
is the answer to the question of what makes a claim objectively true. For the
realist the sources of objectivity are also moral entities or properties: these
moral features of reality secure the objectivity of moral discourse.

For the constitutivist, rational agency is the source of both normativity
and objectivity. A moral claim is normative if it can be derived from what
is constitutive of rational agency and this same fact is what makes a moral

1 For other examples of other Kantian constitutivists, see Korsgaard (2009), Rosati (2003),
Velleman (2009) and Ferrero (2009).
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claim objectively true, or so the constitutivst claims (Korsgaard and O’Neill,
1996). For the proponent of NRA, the answer to the question of what makes
a claim objectively true is that if follows from the normative role of our moral
concepts. But the proponent of NRA does not, and should not, take the fact
that a truth follows from a normative role to be what makes a claim normative.
Inferentialists typically appeal to a social practice as the source of normativity
(Brandom, 1994; Brandom, 2000).

This approach allows the proponent of NRA to avoid both of the problems
that plague constitutivism. First, she does not have to defend the claim that
the whole of morality can be derived from the normative role. By seperating
the source of objectivity and the source of normativity, she can claim that
only a subset of all true moral claims is also objectively true. There are many
reasons to be sympathetic to the view that objectivity holds for some, but not
all moral judgements (moderate objectivism). An increasing number of moral
psychologists think 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)). But also many
realists (such as Derek Parfit and Tim Scanlon) think that objectivity applies
to only a proper subset of all true moral judgements. The second advantage is
that the proponent of NRA does not face the shmagency objection. For her,
the source of normativity ultimately comes from a social practice. This does
not mean that the social practice as source of normativity is unproblematic,
of course, but it is one that inferentialists have defended (Heath, 2001).2 An
interesting further issue concerning this question is whether the NRA faces
objections that are relevantly similar to the shmagency objection. These are
all questions that should be taken up in further research.

In this dissertation I have investigated some of the metaethical implications
of adopting CRS. Among the conclusions I have argued for are the claims that

2 For critical responnses to Heath’s proposal, see Roden (2017) and Hattiangadi (2003).
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moral realism is compatible with CRS, that CRS allows the antirealist to deny
that truth is a deflationary property and that CRS enables antirealists to have
objectivity without reality. Finally, I have shown how CRS gives rise to new
and interesting metaethical questions.




