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Chapter 1 Introduction 
 
 
 
 
 
1.0 Introduction 
 
In virtually every situation in which we face a decision about how to act, the 
body of information at our disposal that can serve as the basis for our decision 
is severely limited: we have at most partial knowledge of what will happen 
when we act in one way rather than another, and of whatever other facts may 
support a particular decision. I take it to be uncontroversial that we are 
typically ignorant of many potentially morally relevant facts: facts about 
whether a given action will make the world overall better or worse, whether 
we will be giving each person his or her due, whether an action will respect or 
violate any rights or entitlements, and so on. And not only are we ignorant of 
many such facts, our ignorance is, to a large extent at least, irremediable: no 
matter how scrupulous and conscientious our inquiries have been, or will be, 
there is much that we will never know. In light of these observations, we can 
ask: do these unknown (and often unknowable) facts make an actual 
difference to what we morally ought to do, or is their relevance merely 
potential? 

Many, perhaps even most, who have considered the question take the 
latter view, reasoning roughly as follows. What we morally ought to–what we 
are morally obligated or required to do–is something we are ordinarily, 
perhaps even always, in a position to find out about. In T. M. Scanlon’s words, 
‘[t]he question of permissibility is a question that can be asked by a 
deliberative agent, and one that a normal agent can be expected to be able to 
answer’ (2008: 51). If this is correct, that is, if we can always determine what 
we ought to do when engaged in practical deliberation, then (given a few 
plausible assumptions, which I spell out below) what we morally ought to do 
can depend only on the facts that we are, or at least can become, aware of, and 
not on any facts that are beyond our ‘epistemic reach’, so to speak. The aim of 
the present essay is to examine whether there is reason to believe that what 
we are morally obligated to do is something that we can always find out about. 
What I will argue for is that this is not the case.  

In this introductory chapter, I do three things. I start with making the 
central issue more precise, by offering some definitions and spelling out a few 
assumptions (section 1.1). After that, I explain in more detail why I believe we 
should be interested in the question addressed (section 1.2). Third, and finally, 
I give an overview of the chapters that follow (section 1.3). 
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1.1. Preliminaries 
 
Stated as succinctly as possible, what I will discuss in what follows is whether 
the deontic status of actions is deliberatively accessible. This formulation 
requires some unpacking. We can start with ‘deontic status’. As I will use this 
expression, an action has a deontic status just in case that action is either 
morally right, morally wrong, or morally obligatory.1 These possible deontic 
statuses an action may have are only in part mutually exclusive: while I 
assume that no action is both morally right and morally wrong at the same 
time, and that actions that are obligatory are also right, the converse does not 
hold. There can be more than one morally right action in a given situation, in 
which case what an agent is obligated to do is perform one of the morally right 
actions available to her. I treat ‘being right’ and ‘being permissible’ as fully 
interchangeable; likewise for ‘being wrong’, ‘being forbidden’ and ‘being 
impermissible’, and for ‘being obligatory’ and ‘being required.’ Furthermore, I 
assume that when an action is morally obligatory, we can say that that action 
is what an agent morally ought to do, and when an action is morally wrong, it 
is what an agent morally ought to refrain from doing, or morally ought not to 
do. In what follows, I often omit the prefix ‘morally’ when using deontic terms 
such as ‘right’, ‘wrong’, and ‘ought’; unless explicitly noted otherwise, the 
concern is always with what is morally right (etc.). 
 It is worth noting that the concern is always with overall deontic status 
only, that is, with an action’s being all-things-considered right, wrong, or 
obligatory. I take it that we can meaningfully speak about an agent’s having 
several, possibly competing obligations (or ‘duties’) in a situation, such as 
one’s obligations to one’s friends or one’s family; or that one has an obligation 
not to murder, steal, lie, and so on. When used in this way, though, the term 
‘obligation’ (or ‘duty’) does not express overall moral obligation; a common 
way of referring to obligations or duties of this different type2 is as ‘prima facie 
obligations’, also sometimes referred to as ‘pro tanto obligations’. It is the 
balance of prima facie obligations that, to the minds of some who give pride of 
place to this notion, determines the overall deontic status of our actions (our 

                                                             
1 I take these three statuses to exhaust the options. This means that neither ‘being 
supererogatory’ (Urmson 1958) nor ‘being suberogatory’ (Driver 1992) is a deontic 
status actions can have. I believe this implication is correct: provided there are actions 
that fall under these labels, both supererogatory and suberogatory actions count as 
morally right, or permissible. Something more can be said about such actions, of 
course–but what we can say is just not something that has to do with their deontic 
status. The assumption that ‘right’, ‘wrong’, and ‘obligatory’ exhaust the options here 
is not necessary for the discussion, however, and those who, unlike me, believe it is 
incorrect can treat it as no more than a (hopefully harmless) simplification. 
2 Introduced, as far as I know, by W. D. Ross (1930). 
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‘duty sans phrase’). Unless noted otherwise, I will not be talking about prima 
facie obligations (or prima facie wrongs or rights, for that matter). 

By ‘actions’, which I will abbreviate by ‘A’,3 I always mean particular 
actions, such as ‘Fred’s writing this sentence now’, not general actions, such as 
‘writing’.4 Using common terminology, we can call the latter as act-types, the 
former act-tokens. All claims about the deontic status of actions will always 
concern the deontic status of particular actions. This stipulation is not meant 
to suggest that we cannot intelligibly talk about whether general actions are 
wrong; it makes perfect sense to say, for example, that ‘murder is wrong.’5 
Such claims about the deontic status of act-types are, however, probably best 
understood as part of an account of why certain act-tokens are morally wrong: 
if, for example, it is true that murder is wrong, then this truth helps to explain 
why I act wrongly if (say) I deliberately bash in someone’s head right now. My 
action of bashing someone’s head in right now is wrong, on this kind of view, 
partially because my action is a token of a certain type, namely, murder.6 The 
idea here is that every token of this act-type is either absolutely or prima facie 
wrong, in virtue of its being a token of that type. Particular actions, unlike 
general actions, are actions that are (were, or will be) actions for some specific 
agent,7 abbreviated by ‘S’, which can only be performed at or during some 
specific time, abbreviated by ‘t’, (or in some specific situation, if you will). By 
‘times’, I will mean time-intervals, not points in time. Finally, for ease of 
exposition, I will treat omissions, that is, the non-performance of particular 
actions, as themselves particular actions as well. 

                                                             
3 In what follows, I use ‘A’ both as a variable ranging over particular actions and as a 
dummy letter, standing for a specific particular action; the context, I hope, will always 
make clear how it is used. The same goes for ‘S’, which is used as both a variable 
ranging over agents and as a dummy letter standing for a specific agent, for ‘t’, which 
can be either a variable ranging over times or a dummy letter for a specific time, for 
‘X’, which as a variable can range over or stand for various things–truths, facts, states 
of affairs, etc.–and the other capital letters (Y, Z, P, F, etc.), which are introduced when 
necessary, ranging over or standing for various objects. 
4 Compare Carlson (1995: 5-6). It is perhaps worth pointing out that this is a different 
distinction than that between different ways of individuating actions: particular 
actions can be individuated coarsely or finely. 
5 Accepting that claims of this form are intelligible does not, of course, amount to 
accepting that there are any true claims of this form. The latter is something that both 
consequentialists and moral particularists (such as Jonathan Dancy; 1993, 2004) will 
want to deny, but the former should be acceptable to them as well. 
6 Presumably, this will only be the first step in an explanation of why my action is 
wrong; some further story will be told as to why acts of this type are wrong. 
7 Perhaps there are also actions that are actions for collectives (groups of agents), or 
for non-agentive entities. I take no stand on this; the restriction to single agents can be 
treated as merely a simplifying assumption. 
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‘Deliberative accessibility’ is a term of art. It is a species of something a 
little more familiar, namely, epistemic accessibility.8 Say that X–some fact, or 
truth–is epistemically accessible just in case X can be known (by some agent, 
at some time). Because I want the following to be neutral among competing, 
incompatible analyses of knowledge, I have little to offer by way of specifying 
the conditions under which a fact or truth X is something that can be known, 
by some agent, at some time. What I can say, though, is that I understand ‘an 
agent S can come to know that X at time t’ in a liberal way. Some take the range 
of facts or truths that count as epistemically accessible to an agent S a t to be 
restricted to what S already knows at t, what S can infer from what S knows at 
t, and what S can come to know by way of introspection during t. I assume that 
the range of facts that count as epistemically accessible to S at or during time t 
includes not just these things, but also what S can come to know by engaging 
in some information-gathering activity (such as asking some other agent, 
visiting a library, using a search engine on the internet, etc.), and what S can 
infer from what S can come to know in this way. The range of facts or truths 
that are epistemically accessible to an agent in this sense is indexed to a 
specific time: I may at this moment be able to obtain some piece of 
information, but I can lose this ability at a later time, if (say) the person who I 
would ask for help in order to obtain it dies before I in fact get around to 
asking my question; we can also acquire this ability with respect to pieces of 
information, of course. Finally, I will use the expressions ‘can become aware 
of’, ‘has access to’, and ‘can determine’ as equivalents to ‘can come to know’ in 
what follows.  

Defining what I call ‘deliberative accessibility’ requires merely that we 
specify a particular action, the agent to whom, and time at which, some fact or 
truth is epistemically accessible. That is: 
 

Deliberative Accessibility: a fact or truth X is deliberatively accessible to an 
agent S with respect to an action A that S can perform at time ti just in case 
X is epistemically accessible to S at a time tj, where tj is either earlier than 
or (partially) overlapping with ti (in brief, tj ≼ ti) 

 
As I understand the term ‘deliberation’, you can deliberate about whether to 
perform an action A at a certain time only if A is an option for you, that is, if A is 
something that you, as of that time, can still do (at that time, or at some later 
time). We can of course think about what we ought to have done when the 

                                                             
8 Discussions of ‘epistemic access’ do not always have exactly the same focus as the 
present one; they can be concerned with whether a certain domain of facts or truths is 
‘in principle’ knowable, and with how we have epistemic access to facts or truths in a 
domain. I am not concerned with the former, and only in passing with the latter; see 
the next section for some remarks on how we know whether an action is right (etc.).   
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time of action has passed, but such thought would not be an instance of 
deliberation, for deliberation is by its nature forward-looking. The definition 
of deliberative accessibility accounts for this by requiring that the time at 
which it is possible that an agent S comes to know that X, tj, is prior to or 
(partially) overlapping with the time of action, ti. I have little to offer at this 
point by way of further explicating the conditions under which a particular 
action counts as an option for an agent; I argue below (in Chapter 3, section 
3.1) that, contrary to what one might expect, this is not an issue that is 
particularly relevant to the main question of this essay. I believe that, by and 
large, we are able to get by with an intuitive understanding of when an action 
counts as option. 
 While most of what is discussed in what follows pertains to deontic 
status more generally, in the first instance, the focus will be on whether 
obligations are deliberatively accessible. That is, what I will focus on is 
whether the thesis that I will refer to as ‘ACCESS’ is defensible:  
 

ACCESS: For any agent S and action A, necessarily, if S ought to do A at ti, 
then there is a time tj such that tj ≼ ti and during tj S can come to know that 
S ought to do A at ti  

 
More informally, what ACCESS asserts is that if you are morally obligated to 
act in a certain way at a certain time, then it is always possible that you come 
to know that this is so, at a time no later than the time of action. (Similar 
access principles can be formulated for ‘right’ and ‘wrong’.) What ACCESS 
rules out is both (a) that you can come to know whether you acted as you 
ought to have done only after the fact, viz., when all is said and done, and (b) 
that you cannot come to know what you ought to do (or have done) at any 
time at all (because deliberative accessibility entails epistemic accessibility, of 
course). If ACCESS is true, then there is, as I will put it, no such thing as an 
inaccessible obligation; and there is no such thing not just in the actual world, 
but in every possible world. What the claim is meant to capture is what 
Scanlon suggests is the case in the passage quoted, i.e., that when we are 
deliberating about what to do in a specific situation, we can always answer the 
question of whether the actions that we are considering are morally 
permissible or not; it does so by indexing epistemic access to the agent for 
whom an action is obligatory, and to a time at or prior to the time of action. 

I will at time also formulate the central question of this essay as 
‘whether deontic status is accessible’, as ‘whether obligation is accessible’, 
and, finally, as ‘whether there are inaccessible obligations’. Unless noted 
otherwise, the concern will be with the deontic status of actions, and the 
question, properly spelled out, is whether the deontic status of actions is 
deliberatively accessible, in the sense defined. And, again, while the explicit 
discussion will focus mostly on the deontic status of ‘being morally obligatory’, 
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the implicit concern is with deontic status more generally, extending to ‘being 
morally right’ and ‘being morally wrong’. Finally, note that even when it is not 
made explicit, the idea is not just that there are none, but also that there 
cannot be inaccessible obligations. 
 I will say a little more about what is required for the deliberative 
accessibility of deontic status in the next section, in the context of discussing 
why we should be interested in the issue. Before that, though, some remarks 
about the meta-ethical assumptions underlying the present inquiry may be in 
order. For the most part, I proceed unapologetically on the assumption that 
there are facts, and truths, about what we morally ought to do and refrain 
from doing–in brief, on the assumption that there are deontic facts and truths.9 
The assumption is controversial of course, but let me note that I intend it to be 
taken as non-committal as it can be: we do not need to assume that the fact 
that an action A is obligatory is ‘metaphysically robust’, in the sense that it is 
irreducible, or some such thing; all we need is that there is a fact of the matter 
as to whether or not A is obligatory, or, to put it in even more neutral terms, 
that there is a correct answer, for at least some values for A, to the question ‘is 
A obligatory?’  

Even with that noted, the assumption is still incompatible with an 
‘error theory’ about morality (Mackie 1977; Joyce 2001), since such a theory 
denies the possibility both of correct answers to moral questions and of 
knowledge of those answers, even in a minimal sense. But contemporary 
forms of meta-ethical non-cognitivism, such as those developed by Simon 
Blackburn (1993, 1998) and Allan Gibbard (1990, 2003) do allow for talking 
meaningfully about facts or truths about what we ought to do, and also about 
knowledge, or at least about ‘quasi-knowledge’, of these facts or truths 
(Gibbard 2003: chapter 9). It seems, therefore, that there is only a small range 
of possible views in meta-ethics according to which the way I have framed the 
main issue is indefensible. That should suffice for getting the present inquiry 
off the ground. 
 
 
1.2. Why it matters whether deontic status is accessible 
 
1.2.1. ACCESS and first-order moral theory: is obligation objective or 
subjective? 
 
Why should we be interested in whether or not deontic status is accessible, if 
indeed we should be? In other words, why, if at all, does it matter whether 
ACCESS is true? I have already hinted at the main reason at the outset; this 
section spells it out in more detail.  

                                                             
9 The discussion in section (3.4.2) in Chapter 3 forms an exception to this rule.  
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There is a quite general question in first-order moral theory as to 
whether moral obligation, and deontic status more generally, is objective or 
subjective, in the sense of whether what we ought to do depends on the totality 
of facts of a situation, or only on the facts we are aware of–or perhaps on those 
facts that we believe to obtain, those that we reasonably believe to obtain, or 
the facts that we have reason to believe to obtain (there are, as this list of 
options indicates, various ways of spelling out a subjective account, but the 
differences between them need not concern us at this point). The first 
philosopher, to the best of my knowledge, to consider this question in a 
general way, was H. A. Prichard, in ‘Duty and Ignorance of Fact’ (2002: chapter 
6; first published in 1932).10 Prichard sets out to answer the following 
question: ‘If a man has an obligation, i.e. a duty, to do some action, does the 
obligation depend on certain characteristics of the situation in which he is, or 
on certain characteristics of his thought about the situation?’ (2002: 84). 
While acknowledging the attractions of what he calls ‘the objective view’ (ibid., 
92-93), in the end, Prichard is lead to conclude that we ‘cannot but allow that 
the subjective view is true’, for upon reflection, we see that we are not merely 
‘inclined to think’ but rather are ‘certain, i.e. [we] know, that the answer to the 
question [whether we ought to perform some particular activity] turns not on 
the nature of the situation but on that of our thought about it’ (ibid., 100, 
emphases omitted). Prichard’s argument for this conclusion is intricate, but a 
central element in his reasoning towards it is that he holds that if the objective 
view is correct, then ‘we can never know that we have a duty’, and this he 
takes to be a highly unwelcome implication (ibid., 89), if not sufficient to reject 
the view that obligation is objective, i.e., dependent on the facts of the 
situation as they are, rather than on our ‘thoughts about the situation’.11 

The question of whether moral obligation is objective or subjective in 
this sense had, of course, been discussed prior to Prichard’s attempt at settling 
it, in the context of trying to settle on what the best way of formulating specific 
moral theories is. In particular, at least since Henry Sidgwick’s The Methods of 
Ethics (1981 [1907], first published in its first edition in 1874) the question 
whether it is the actual or the expected utility of an action that determines its 
deontic status has been a question recognized as one that needs to be settled 
by an utilitarian account of morality (and the same goes for consequentialism 
more generally). If an action is morally right just in case there is no alternative 
to it that will in fact produce more utility (or has a better outcome), as the 

                                                             
10 The question was, of course, considered within the context of discussion concerning 
how to best formulate specific moral theories well before Prichard took it up; see the 
discussion in the next paragraph. 
11 Prichard, like G. E. Moore and W. D. Ross (see below), overstates the point; for a 
discussion of why Prichard is more pessimistic in his assessment of knowledge of duty 
than seems warranted, see Dancy (2002); for a discussion of Moore on this point, see 
Smith (2006). 
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standard formulation of the theory asserts, then often, perhaps even always, 
we will not be able to find out whether an action that we consider performing 
is morally right, for we are typically in the dark about most of what will be the 
case if we perform an action.12 Given that we typically, and perhaps even 
always, lack such knowledge, then if objective utilitarianism (or objective 
consequentialism) is the correct account of what we morally ought to do, it 
seems we will be unable to determine whether any action is morally right. 
Some proponents of moral theories of this general type find this implication 
wholly unproblematic. G. E. Moore, for example, appears to see no difficulty at 
all in accepting that ‘we never have any reason to suppose that an action is our 
duty’ (1988 [1903]: 149).13 But many others have demurred. Shelly Kagan 
puts the basic worry that critics have thus: ‘if it is impossible to tell whether 
any act is morally right or wrong, [then] how can consequentialism possibly 
be a correct moral theory?’ (1998: 64).14 The sentiment that Kagan expresses 
in asking this (rhetorical) question is widely shared among critics of utilitarian 
and consequentialist approaches in moral theorizing.15 

A popular response to this sort of objection to objective versions of 
utilitarianism and consequentialism is to subjectivize the account of deontic 
status: what we morally ought to do, the suggestion is, is not ‘perform 
whatever action in fact maximizes utility’ or ‘perform whatever action in fact 
has the best outcome’, but rather ‘perform an action that maximizes expected 
utility’, or ‘perform an action that is most likely to have the best outcome’, or 

                                                             
12 This remark presupposes the ‘transfer principle for inaccessibility’, discussed in 
(1.2.3) below. In addition, it presupposes an ‘actualist’ formulation of objective 
consequentialism, which takes the value of what would be the case (and not what an 
agent can bring about, as on a ‘possibilist’ formulation) to be what determines the 
deontic status of actions. The same issues arise on a possibilist formulation, though; 
see Feldman (1986: 47-48) for discussion, and a stance that is similar to that of G. E. 
Moore. For my own take on the actualism-possibilism debate, see my (forthcoming). 
13 See Sorenson (1995), Feldman (2006: 75n9), and, perhaps, Driver (2012: 49-50) for 
more recent examples of this position. 
14 Note, however, that Kagan himself is not persuaded by this worry. His reason for 
not thinking too much of it is, though, that he believes it seriously overstates its 
pessimistic assessment of the prospect of knowledge of deontic status on a 
consequentialist account of deontic status, not that it has no force. For a critical 
evaluation of Kagan’s attempt at showing that the worry rests on too pessimistic an 
assessment, see Lenman (2000). 
15 For other statements of this worry, which do take it to constitute a decisive strike 
directed either at utilitarianism in particular or at consequentialism more generally, 
see Singer (1977), Gruzalski (1981), Hudson (1989), Jackson (1991), Frazier (1994), 
Howard-Snyder (1997, 1999), and (again) Lenman (2000). I discuss Jackson’s view in 
Chapter 2, and Howard-Snyder’s in Chapter 3. 
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one that has the highest expected value.16 ‘Subjectivizing’ the account of 
deontic status is sometimes presented as an unavoidable modification of 
standard consequentialist theories:  
 

The conclusion of practical reasoning is a judgment of what ought to be 
done. And also, it has to be a judgment that one can act on. But the only 
judgment that one can act on is relative to the probabilities available 
(Broome 1991: 128, emphasis added).17 

 
Modifying the account of deontic status in such a way as a response to worries 
about inaccessibility is warranted only if the objection succeeds in identifying 
a serious drawback of objective forms of utilitarianism or consequentialism. If 
it does not, and if instead, Moore was right to dismiss this sort of objection, 
then such modification would be ill-motivated, at least when it is made for this 
reason. Making progress in the debate over how to we are to best formulate 
utilitarian and consequentialist accounts of deontic status thus clearly hinges 
on an assessment of the force of objections based on the (alleged) 
incompatibility of objective versions of such theories with ACCESS. 

The question of whether moral obligation is objective or subjective 
does not arise merely against the backdrop of utilitarian or consequentialist 
approaches to morality.18 Prichard, whose work I just referred to, was a critic 

                                                             
16 See the references in the previous note, in particular the papers by Gruzalski and 
Jackson, for examples of this response. 
17 In later work, Broome comes to reject this line of reasoning; see Broome (1999). 
What the quoted passage suggests is that we are, in some sense, unable to do what we 
ought to do, if we are unable to determine what we ought to do. I discuss this thought 
in Chapter 3, section (3.1). Alternatively, the claim might concern whether deontic 
facts or judgments can explain why an agent acts; I discuss this idea in Chapter 4. 
18 Some proponents of objective consequentialism take the observation that various 
non-consequentialist accounts deontic status face the same conundrum as a ground 
for rejecting the significance of objections to their view based on inaccessibility 
(Smart 1973: 34; Kagan 1998: 64). But that is surely way too quick: all of these 
accounts may be unacceptable, and, as noted in the text, in order to escape the 
objection, we can offer a subjective version of consequentialism, and of other (non-
consequentialist) accounts of deontic status as well. Admittedly, there is work to be 
done in that regard–as Fred Feldman observes (2006), common versions of subjective 
consequentialism in fact also entail inaccessibility; cf. Smith (2009) for a detailed 
discussion of why Frank Jackson’s ‘decision-theoretic consequentialism’ (1991) does 
not escape deliberative inaccessibility–but the fact that the work needs to be done 
surely is not a good ground for inferring that it cannot be done. With respect to 
consequentialism, a version of such a theory that entails or is otherwise compatible 
with ACCESS must be a more fully subjectivized version than all extant proposals, for 
instance, a version that is modeled on something like the theory of rational choice 



10 
 

of utilitarianism,19 and W. D. Ross, who offers a discussion of the question that 
draws extensively on Prichard’s (in Ross 1939: chapter 7), is one of the main 
non-consequentialist moral theorists of the 20th century. It is not hard to see 
how the issue arises, if one conceives of deontic status along the lines Ross 
sketches: say that one of our prima facie duties is to keep our promises. 
Imagine that you have promised to return a book that you borrowed from a 
friend, and there are no other duties bearing on the situation. As Ross notes, if 
‘we accept the principle as it is usually expressed’, i.e., as stating ‘keep your 
promises’, then ‘it follows that the act we ought to do is that which will in fact 
lead to our friend’s reception of the book’ (ibid., 147). We will have done what 
we ought to have done just in case ‘we so deal with the book that it reaches 
him’, yet ‘if we so deal with it that it does not reach him we shall not have done 
our duty, even if in the first case we have dealt carelessly with it and in the 
second case carefully’ (ibid.). There is, Ross adds, at least room for the view 
that what the principle governing promise-keeping requires us to do is (say) 
what seems most likely to result in the keeping of our promises, not that 
which will in fact result in the keeping of our promises, and so perhaps we 
should accept a modified (i.e., some subjectivized) version of the principle 
governing promise-keeping. In his earlier book, The Right and the Good, Ross 
had rejected this kind of view, writing that ‘[s]uccess and failure are the only 
test, and a sufficient test, of the performance of duty’ (2002 [1930]: 45). Yet by 
the time he wrote his second major treatise on ethics, Foundations of Ethics, 
Ross had changed his mind on the matter, and he did so not in the last place 
because he had come to agree with Prichard that, first, ‘if duty be such as the 
objective theory conceives it to be, I can never know that I have any particular 
duty, or even that any one has ever had or will ever have a duty’ (Ross 1939: 
150), and second, in finding this to be a deeply disturbing upshot. 
 Finally, if the deontic status of actions depends on whether any moral 
rights will be violated upon their performance, and if facts about whether the 
performance of a given action will violate anyone’s rights can be inaccessible 
to deliberating agents–and it seems plausible that this is so, at least on some 
prominent proposals along these lines, such as those of Nozick (1974) and 
Thomson (1990)–then ‘rights-based’ accounts of deontic status as well face 
the question of whether what we ought to do is whatever in fact respects 
everyone’s rights, or only refrain from right-violations that we are aware or 
can become aware of, or what is least likely to result in rights-violations, or 
what we believe, perhaps reasonably, to do so (etc.), even if in fact it will not. 

                                                                                                                                                           
developed by Paul Weirich (2004), who tries to dispense with a whole host of 
common idealizations made in decision theory. 
19 In ‘Does moral philosophy rest on a mistake?’ (2002: chapter 2, first published in 
1912), Prichard argues that all attempts at giving a philosophical account of deontic 
status rest on a mistake, including utilitarianism. 
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In other words, rights-based accounts of deontic status, like utilitarian, 
consequentialist, and Ross-style pluralistic accounts, also need to answer the 
question of whether moral obligation is objective or subjective. 

While this survey is brief and admittedly incomplete, what it indicates 
is that with respect to many prominent accounts of the deontic status of 
actions, the question of whether moral obligation (and deontic status more 
generally) is objective or subjective not just makes sense, but is in fact of 
considerable importance for settling how we should understand and spell out 
such accounts.20 And, although there are some exceptions to this rule,21 it 
seems nonetheless fair to claim, as Peter Graham does in a recent paper which 
defends an objective account of obligation, that ‘[t]he motivation behind [the 
subjective view] … is that a person’s moral obligations must, in some way, be 
readily accessible to her’ (2010: 91). Most of those who defend a subjective (or 
subjectivized) account of moral obligation, quite irrespective of their other 
theoretical commitments, build their defense on an appeal to ACCESS, or on 
something very much like it. It is because this is so, and because whether 
moral obligation is objective or subjective is a question that matters, that 
whether or not ACCESS is defensible matters.  

Since I argue in what follows that there is no good reason for believing 
that ACCESS is true, what I will be doing, then, is providing indirect support 
for the view that obligation is objective, by undermining the main motivation 
for the view that it is not. Next, let us consider two objections to the foregoing. 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
20 Matters are not as clear as one may want them to be, but a case can be made that the 
issue arises both for a Kantian and for a virtue ethical approach. Regarding a Kantian 
approach, if we take the notion of respect for the autonomy of others (treating others 
as ‘ends in themselves’) to be central, as various commentators have done, then it 
seems that we can ask whether a right action is one that in fact respects others’ 
autonomy or an action that, given one’s information, is most likely to do so 
(alternatively, there seems to be room for dispute as to what respecting other’s 
autonomy exactly amounts to, that is, whether it is a matter of having certain 
intentions or motives, or rather a matter of doing or achieving certain things). As to 
virtue ethical accounts of right action, we can ask whether, if we understand right 
actions as (roughly) ‘those that a virtuous person would perform’ (cf. Hursthouse 
1999), we can ask whether a right action is what a virtuous person would do given the 
information the non-virtuous person has, or instead what a virtuous person would do 
where she better (or even fully) informed, as Thomas Hurka (2001: 229) and 
Christine Swanton (2001: 35) suggest. 
21 Notably, Michael Zimmerman argues for a subjective account of obligation purely on 
the basis of examples, and concedes that his proposal is unlikely to yield accessible 
deontic verdicts (2006: 335; 2008: 70). 
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1.2.2. The deflationary view 
 
One ground for objecting to the offered explanation of why the truth of 
ACCESS matters would be to maintain that there is no genuine dispute over 
whether obligation is objective or subjective. It may seem that there is a 
dispute, a critic may suggest, but those advocating one or the other position 
are mistaken in thinking there is a single question that they are trying to 
answer, because our deontic terms such as ‘right,’ ‘wrong,’ and ‘obligatory’ 
have multiple senses. There is ‘wrong’ in objective sense, and ‘wrong’ in the 
subjective sense, and that, some have claimed, is all there is to the matter. As 
there is no interesting question regarding whether obligation is objective or 
subjective, there is no interesting question as to whether ACCESS is true, or 
defensible: the claim may be true for one sense of ‘ought’, but not for the other, 
and that is all there is to it. Call this ‘the deflationary view’.22 

More specifically, what the deflationary view claims is this. When we 
assert that some agent acted wrongly, we sometimes mean that she acted 
wrongly, given her information, and other times that she acted wrongly, given 

                                                             
22 In addition to the deflationary view, there are also what we can dub ‘conciliatory 
views’ on the issue, i.e., views which try to reconcile objective and subjective deontic 
judgments, but not by introducing different senses of our deontic terms. Contextualist 
information-sensitive accounts (Björnsson & Finlay 2010; Dowell forthcoming) hold 
that what proposition is asserted is in part determined by the information available to 
the speaker (or her conversational partners), whereas relativist information-sensitive 
accounts (Kolodny & MacFarlane 2010; Horty 2011) hold that while the propositional 
content of an assertion remains constant across different contexts of use, the truth-
value of an assertion (and, presumably, of the proposition that is asserted) can vary 
across different contexts of assessment, depending on the body of information that is 
available in the latter context. While these types of accounts merit more discussion 
than I offer here, as they may constitute genuine alternatives to objectivism and 
subjectivism (both of which take assertions containing deontic terms to be insensitive, 
to both context of use and context of assessment), it should suffice to note for present 
purposes that not only do the proponents of such accounts take there to be a genuine, 
interesting question here, but–more importantly–they appeal to something like 
ACCESS in defense of these proposals, as their proponents hold that deontic 
evaluation must be capable of playing a role in practical deliberation, and they take 
this to be the main reason for rejecting an objective account. Note, as an aside, that the 
deflationary view can also be construed as a form of contextualism: instead of holding 
that the deontic terms are simply ambiguous, it could hold that which concept is 
expressed by a deontic term is a function of the context in which the terms is used (see 
Wedgwood, ms.). This view–call it ‘deflationary contextualism’–contrasts with the sort 
of contextualism just discussed, which takes there to be only a single concept 
corresponding to each deontic term, expressed in every context of use, but which has 
an argument place for a body of information, where what particular body of 
information takes that place is settled by features of the context of use. 
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the facts; ‘wrong’ can mean both of these things. Because we are using the 
term ‘wrong’ in different ways in making these claims, these claims do not 
contradict each other; they can both be true. The situation is much like one in 
which you assert that I ought to obey the speed limit, and I assert that I should 
not, but you are making a claim about what I legally ought to do, and I am 
making a claim about what I morally ought to do. (I could be rushing some 
injured person to the hospital, at an hour where there is no traffic on the 
streets. The fact that the person in the back of my car is injured matters to 
what I morally ought to do, but not to what I legally ought to do, or at least, so 
we can imagine.) Since you and I are using ‘ought’ in different ways, our 
assertions do not contradict each other; both can be true. Derek Parfit, after 
providing definitions of several objective and subjective senses of ‘wrong,’23 
writes the following:  
 

We ought to use ‘wrong’ in all these senses. If we don’t draw these 
distinctions, or we use only some of these senses, we shall fail to recognize 
some important truths, and we and others may needlessly disagree (2011: 
151; cf. 1984: 25). 

 
Others have made similar claims.24 If this deflationary approach is correct, 
then there is no genuine dispute over whether deontic status is objective or 
subjective; actions can have the feature of being wrong (etc.), given the 
information that is available, and they can have the feature of being wrong, 
given all the facts. Both of these features are important, and that is the end of 
the matter. 

In assessing the deflationary approach, we should distinguish two 
claims. On the one hand, there is the claim that deontic terms such as ‘wrong’ 
have different senses, and thus can be used to say different things. On the 
other, there is the claim that we can and ought to use ‘wrong’ (etc.) in all of 
these senses; we might put this by saying that all of these different senses of 
the deontic terms are equally important, and that there is no fundamental, 
basic, or most important sense of ‘wrong’ (nor of any of the other central 
deontic terms). Both claims can be challenged. As to the first, while we can 
agree that we want to be able to distinguish cases in which agents act wrongly 

                                                             
23 Parfit’s view is a little more complicated than this characterization permits, because 
he also talks about ‘the ordinary sense’ of ‘wrong,’ which he characterizes as the sense 
of ‘wrong’ that ‘we all use … [when] we are considering the acts of people who know 
all of the morally relevant facts’ (2011: 150). Furthermore, note that Parfit allows for 
sensibly asking ‘which sense is more important?’ but holds that this question only 
makes sense against the background of some specific interest or concern, and not 
simply in the abstract. As he puts it, ‘[w]e can … ask which of these senses are most 
important. … [The answer] depends on which questions we are asking’ (2011: 154). 
24 See Van Roojen (2010: 509-512) for a recent example. 
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in light of the facts yet have done what was best in light of the information 
available from cases in which they act wrongly in light of the facts and also fail 
to do what was best in light of the available information, but why do we need 
different senses of ‘wrong’ for talking about this distinction? We can instead 
hold that in both cases, the agents act wrongly, yet in the first they are not 
blameworthy, while in the second, they are. Contrary to what Parfit suggests, 
we do not need a further sense of ‘wrong’ to talk about this distinction–and in 
fact, multiplying senses may merely muddy the issue.  

The claim that deontic terms have multiple senses need not be 
motivated by considerations of what sort of distinctions we want to draw in 
moral theorizing; instead, it can be presented as a claim about the meaning of 
the deontic terms in ordinary language, which is justified because it is the best 
way of accounting for the linguistic data. It is, however, not clear that we need 
to introduce different senses in order to account for the fact that the ordinary 
deontic terms are sometimes used to express different thoughts. We may have 
reason to conclude that some of the uses of these terms are mistaken or 
confused–perhaps there is no sense at all in which an agent acts rightly if (say) 
she does what was best in light of the information available to her but fails to 
do what was in fact best, even though (again) we may of course want to say 
something less damning about such an agent than about an agent who goes 
against the available evidence in making her practical decisions. Or perhaps 
there is no sense in which an agent acts rightly if she does what is in fact best, 
whenever the evidence available suggested that some other action would be 
better, although we want to say something favorable about actions that are in 
fact best (these may be deemed ‘fortunate actions’, for instance).25 
 These points are merely suggestive, and so perhaps we should 
acknowledge that deontic terms have multiple senses, as the deflationary view 
holds. Should we also accept that there is no such a thing as the most 
important sense of ‘wrong’ and deontic terms? I believe that we have good 
reason to hold the opposite view. A first thing we should note here is that the 
question ‘which is the most important sense?’ appears to be perfectly 
intelligible. Imagine the following scenario. Jimmy considers taking Sally out 
to the movies, and he believes, quite reasonably given his knowledge of Sally’s 

                                                             
25 See Moore (1966 [1912]: 98-101) for the view that non-objective uses of deontic 
terms are mistaken, and that the source of this mistake is that people are confusing 
wrongdoing and blameworthiness. The suggestion Moore makes presupposes that 
wrongdoing and blameworthiness can come apart, of course; see Chapter 3 (section 
3.2) for a defense of the view that they can. For a more recent defense of the view that 
there is only a single, and objective, sense of ‘ought’, see Thomson (2007). Myself, I 
find the idea that the deontic terms have different senses quite plausible (because 
some, like ‘ought’, also seem to have a non-normative sense, for one) yet it is worth 
keeping in mind that perhaps not even claim (a) is something that really needs to be 
conceded to the deflationary view. 
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cinematographic preferences, that Gaspar Noé’s recent Enter the Void would 
be an excellent choice for a romantic night out. However, Jimmy is completely 
unaware of the fact that Sally suffers from epilepsy, and the constantly 
flickering lights that fill up the screen in much of Enter the Void will induce an 
epileptic fit in her. Should he take her to see this movie? If I were to pose this 
question to you, and you would reply ‘well, given the facts, he should not, but 
given his information, he should’, then I can fairly object that this does not 
answer my question. I wanted to know what Jimmy should do, period, and 
surely, you have not answered that question.26 That my question seems 
intelligible, and that my objection to your imagined reply in this scenario 
seems fair, of course does not show that you would have to be mistaken if you 
were to insist that you have said all there is to be said about the matter–that 
might indeed be the case. But at the very least, this creates a presumption in 
favor of thinking that there is either a single or a most important sense, the 
one that we use when we ask, without further ado, what should or should not 
be done (compare Ross 1939: 147; Jackson 1991: 472; Zimmerman 2006: 
332-333; 2008: 6-8; Graham 2010: 94-95). 

To bolster the force of this presumption, consider the analogy just 
discussed again: in the scenario described above, where I am rushing some 
injured person to the hospital, I can ask ‘what ought I really to do: ought I to 
obey the speed limit, or not?’ Here again it seems attractive to hold that there 
is a univocal answer to my question: if you reply, ‘well, legally, you ought to 
obey it, but morally, you are permitted to break it, and that’s all I can say about 
the matter’, it seems I can quite fairly reply that you are evading my question. 
After we have distinguished these senses of ‘ought,’ the question of what I 
really ought to do is still on the table. In this case as well the appearances may 
turn out to be deceiving: perhaps you indeed have said all there is to say when 
you give your unhelpful response. But in this second case, where we have a 
(putative) conflict between a legal and a moral ‘ought,’ the presumption that 
there is a univocal answer to my question–the presumption that there is 
something I really ought to do simpliciter–is quite strong. It is this type of 
analogy that is usually offered in support of the idea that deontic terms have 
different senses, including an objective and a subjective sense. If the analogy is 
capable of bolstering the case for thinking that our deontic terms really have 
multiple senses (legal, moral, and so on, on the one hand, and subjective and 
objective on the other), then it can bolster the case for thinking there is such a 
thing as the most important sense of these terms with respect to any division 
between senses we can draw as well. 
 Second, and perhaps more importantly, concluding that seemingly 
disagreeing parties to a dispute are talking past each other is, to my mind, 
something of a last resort: it is attractive to draw this conclusion only if the 

                                                             
26 For this line of argument, see Ross (1939: 147), and Zimmerman (2008: 7-8). 
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disagreement seems intractable, or spurious (or both).27 But clearly there is 
something at stake: if there is such a thing as ‘being wrong (etc.) in the most 
important sense’, it surely matters which sense this is. So the debate is not 
spurious. Furthermore, establishing that the dispute is intractable requires 
working through attempts to resolve it, and showing that they all fail. While I 
certainly believe that some of them fail, I do not believe that they all fail. The 
arguments that I will discuss in the chapters that follow, while not explicitly 
presented as such, can all be treated as concerned with ways of trying to 
establish what the most important sense of ‘being wrong’ (etc.) is: for instance, 
some philosophers hold that the most important sense of ‘ought’ is one that 
can ‘guide action’ (Gibbard 1990: 43; Jackson 1991: 472), others that the most 
important sense of ‘wrong’ is the one tied to blame (Hooker  2000: 73). I 
discuss both the relation between ‘ought’ and practical guidance and that 
between wrongdoing and blame in more detail in the next chapters, and argue 
that we should reject the views just noted.  

These arguments, though, leave open whether we should, in the final 
analysis, concede that we were mistaken in thinking that there is no ground 
for singling out a most important sense of our deontic terms. However, 
embracing this conclusion at this point would be premature. We are well-
advised to see how far we can get if we work on the hypothesis that one of the 
senses is basic, or most important (cf. Howard-Snyder 2005: 269). One way to 
understand what follows is as an attempt to see how far we can get if we 
assume that the objective sense is basic; what I hope to show is that we can 
get quite far–indeed, much further than is often believed.  

For these reasons, appealing to the deflationary view as a ground for 
rejecting that ACCESS is an interesting claim is, I believe, unsuccessful, at least 
at the outset. I will return to what the most important sense of our deontic 
terms is in Chapter 5, where I will indicate why I believe that, if our deontic 
terms have multiple senses, it is the objective sense, and not any of the 
possible subjective senses, that is the central, basic, or most important one, 
both normatively, and conceptually. 
 
 
1.2.3. Would the rejection of ACCESS show too little? 
 
A second possible objection to the explanation offered regarding why ACCESS 
is of interest could be that the falsehood (or indefensibility) of ACCESS would 
show too little with respect to whether obligation is objective or subjective to 
have bearing on the matter. It would show too little, a critic may suggest, 
because deontic status might be deliberatively accessible even though the 
facts in virtue of which actions have the deontic status that they have are not. 

                                                             
27 Dan Moller’s (2009) label–he dubs it ‘the jaded view’–thus strikes me as quite apt. 
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While this, admittedly, is a possibility, it is hard to believe it is in fact the case, 
and so I do not think this objection is effective.  

The remarks I offered in (1.2.1) about why the defensibility of ACCESS 
matters to first-order moral theory, it can be noted, appear to depend on the 
assumption that if the facts that determine the deontic status of an action are 
inaccessible, then so is the deontic status of that action. More precisely, the 
argument requires that the following ‘transfer principle’ is true: 
 

Transfer principle for inaccessibility: For any agent S, and action A, if the 
facts in virtue of which A is obligatory for S at ti are epistemically 
inaccessible to S at tj, then the fact that A is obligatory for S at ti to is also 
epistemically inaccessible to S at tj 

 
(This principle can also be easily extended to cover ‘right’ and ‘wrong’.) Now, 
it is admittedly not obvious that the transfer principle is true–it is clearly not in 
general the case that we can only come to know that some particular object X 
has a feature Y if we can come to know that X has some other feature, Z, where 
Z is the feature in virtue of which this particular X is Y. I take it that we can 
come to know that some stuff is water without knowing that its chemical 
structure is H2O, for example. Even while transfer of inaccessibility does not 
hold in general, it seems to me that the burden of proof lies on the shoulders 
of those who deny the transfer principle understood as a local principle, i.e., 
those who want to argue that, although (say) we indeed typically cannot come 
to know that an action has the best outcome, nonetheless we are perfectly 
capable of coming to know what the deontic status of actions is in a wide 
range of situations, even though it is the case (let us assume for the sake of 
argument) that the comparative value of an action’s outcome determines its 
deontic status.  

This position seems implausible, absent some very elaborate story that 
we do not have even in outline. Consider the proposal in a little more detail. If 
some form of objective consequentialism is true, and it is granted that we are 
typically in the dark about which action has the best outcome, then how 
exactly are we supposed to be able to come to know whether an action is 
morally right (etc.)? Where is this knowledge supposed to come from? What is 
its source? As there do not appear to be satisfactory answers to these 
questions, and as much the same can be said when we assume that some other 
objective but non-consequentialist account of deontic status is correct, I think 
that we can safely proceed as if the transfer principle for inaccessibility 
(understood as a local principle) is true, even if we cannot offer an account of 
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why it is true.28 If having knowledge of deontic status without having 
knowledge of morally relevant features were possible, this knowledge would 
be inexplicable, and that is a good reason to assume there is no such 
knowledge. This in turn means that we can safely assume  that an account of 
deontic status can be shown to be incompatible with ACCESS if we can show 
that the features this account singles out as those features that determine the 
deontic status of actions are, at least sometimes, deliberatively inaccessible. In 
brief, the falsehood (or indefensibility) of ACCESS would not show too little, at 
least not when the objection is intended in the way just discussed.29 

To strengthen this, we can further note that the following general 
transfer principle for knowability is intuitively quite appealing: 
 

Knowability transfer principle: If at time t an agent S can know that X and 
can know that X entails Y, then at time t S can know that Y 

 
As we might put the point, knowability transfers (or ‘transmits’, if you will) 
over knowable inference. Epistemic transmission principles such as this one 
(and others in its general vicinity) are the subject of much heated debate, yet 
no party to these debates contests the intuitive plausibility of such principles. 
And, what is more, purported counterexamples are mostly taken to show only 
that there are some ‘local’ problems of epistemic transfer (or transmission) 
failure–i.e., these arise just in case some or other skeptical scenario is under 
consideration, as we cannot appeal to what we ordinarily take ourselves to 
know (‘here is a hand’, etc.) to refute the claim that such a scenario obtains.30 

 If we can assume either (a) that the knowability transfer principle 
holds in full generality or (b) that the principle only fails to hold under specific 
conditions, which do not concern us here, we can now say the following. Any 
agent S who can come to have knowledge of the contents of the true moral 
theory can, at the same time, also come to know, for any action A of which it is 
true that S can come to know that A has a specific deontic status, that A has 
those features, whatever they are, in virtue of which A has the deontic status 
that it does. In other words, whoever is capable of coming to know the 
contents of the true moral theory, and who can come to know that certain 
actions have a particular deontic status can also come to know that those 
actions have the relevant features, viz., those that figure in the true moral 

                                                             
28 Note that these questions are easily answered for the case of water and H2O: we 
come to know that some stuff is water through touch and vision. This is why the 
transfer principle, if it holds, holds only locally. 
29 There is a different way of spelling the objection out: the point may merely be that 
showing that ACCESS is indefensible does not show that obligation is not subjective. I 
concur, but it is not my goal here to establish it is not; as noted above, I provide 
merely an indirect defense of the objective view. See Chapter 5 for discussion.  
30 For an overview of part of this debate, see Dretske and Hawthorne (2005). 
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theory’s deontic principles. This in turn means is that if it were the case that 
we have access to deontic status but not to those features in virtue of which 
actions have the deontic status that they do, as the objection that we are 
considering suggests is possible, there would have to be no one who can have 
knowledge of the true moral theory–for if anyone could have such knowledge, 
the people who do would also have access to the morally relevant features of 
actions (by the general knowability transmission principle). However, given 
that we have assumed that those features were inaccessible, it seems that 
those who take the possibility of knowledge of deontic status without 
knowledge of the features that ‘make’ actions right (etc.) seriously must accept 
a form of moral skepticism–namely, (epistemological) moral skepticism about 
the basic principles of morality–that we can assume they do not want to be 
saddled with. And so again, it seems reasonable to set this possibility aside, 
and proceed with our inquiry on the assumption that the transfer principle for 
inaccessibility is correct. 
 In light of these remarks, we can also note the following. If ACCESS is 
true, and if there is no knowledge of deontic status without knowledge of (or 
at least access to) morally relevant facts (i.e., the facts in virtue of which 
actions have the deontic status that they do), then it would seem that the 
moral relevance of these facts must also be accessible, for only if that is the 
case can knowledge of morally relevant facts put one in a position to obtain 
knowledge of deontic status. It should, then, not be surprising that many of 
those who are drawn to a subjective view of obligation, i.e., a view on which a 
fact is morally relevant only if that fact is accessible, are also drawn to the 
view that moral relevance is subjective, in the sense that either every agent S 
can also always come to know, for any fact or truth X, whether or not X bears 
on whether S ought to do A (where ‘A’ is some action open to S), or, 
alternatively, that whether or not X bears on whether S ought to do A depends, 
in one way or another, on the doxastic or evidential states of the agent S for 
whom A is an option.31 I will not have very much to say about this question in 
what follows, as my main interest is in whether obligation is objective or 
subjective in the sense of (not) being determined by facts that lie beyond our 
‘epistemic reach’, and not in whether moral obligation is objective or 
subjective in the sense that how these facts bear on what to do depends on our 
epistemic or doxastic states. The point is worth noting here, though, since it 
brings out that there is a further reason for being interested in the truth (and 
defensibility) of ACCESS, because whether or not this claim is true is relevant 
to answering the latter question as well as to answering the former.32 

                                                             
31 See, e.g., Zimmerman (2008: 33-42), and Björnsson & Finlay (2010: 25-36). 
32 Indeed, many of the considerations that can be adduced in support of an 
accessibility constraint for morally relevant facts would, if successful, also support the 
accessibility of moral relevance. The main exception to this rule is the demand for a 
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1.3. Plan of this essay 
 
The aim of the present essay is to examine whether there is good reason to 
accept ACCESS, or, if you will, whether there is a sound theoretical rationale 
supporting this claim. I will argue that this is not the case; the way in which I 
approach the task is by working through the main lines of argument for this 
claim that have either been explicitly presented in the literature, or that 
appear to be natural ways of supporting it upon reflection or in light of 
arguments for claims in the general vicinity of ACCESS.33 

While appeals to ACCESS (and claims very much like it) are popular, 
comparatively little has been done by way of spelling out in detail why, 
exactly, we should believe it. Some take the accessibility of deontic status to be 
obvious, expressing incredulity at its denial. Crispin Wright, for example, 
writes that ‘there seems no sense to be attached to the idea that … the moral 
significance of an act might lie beyond human recognition’ (1992: 58).34 
Bernard Gert, in a somewhat similar vein, suggests that ACCESS (or something 
very much like it) does not stand in need of any argument, because ‘[it] is now 
universally recognized that morality must be known to everyone judged by it’, 

                                                                                                                                                           
practically useful moral theory, which I discuss in Chapter 2. As I explain there, 
properly understood, the demand requires that agents acquainted with a theory are 
able to use it, not that agents who are unacquainted with it can use it as well. 
33 I am using the notion of a ‘theoretical rationale’ in the way Kagan (1989) and 
Scheffler (1994) use it: what we want is an explanation (or ‘account’) of why the 
disputed claim is true. Regarding some of the arguments that will be discussed in what 
follows, we might object that if successful, they merely show that there is no such 
thing as an inaccessible obligation, but they do not help us understand why that is so. 
Perhaps so, but given that I think the line between explaining why X is the case and 
showing that X is the case is blurry, I do not want to insist on the point; furthermore, a 
successful argument of the latter type would be interesting enough in its own right. 
34 In all fairness, what Wright appears to find incredible is the denial of a general 
accessibility condition on deontic status, and not the more specific accessibility 
condition formulated above. One can accept the general condition yet reject the 
deliberative accessibility condition, ACCESS, of course. However, whatever motivates 
the general accessibility condition will motivate ACCESS, for what is typically appealed 
to here is some claim about the essentially practical nature (or ‘function’, ‘aim’, etc.) of 
morality. To my mind, considerations of this type will support not just a general 
accessibility condition on deontic status, but also ACCESS, insofar as they support any 
accessibility condition at all. Thomas Nagel is also sometimes cited in this context, but 
that may be a mistake. Now, Nagel holds that he does ‘not believe that the truth about 
how we should live could extend radically beyond any capacity we might have to 
discover it,’ but he immediately adds a caveat: ‘apart from its dependence on non-
evaluative facts we might be unable to discover’ (1985: 139). In light of the last point, 
it seems plausible that Nagel would not object to a moral theory such as objective 
consequentialism on this ground. 
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and he seems to take this to imply that ‘[s]howing that a proposed account of 
morality contains some part that is justifiably unknown to any person about 
whom moral judgments are made shows that the proposed account of 
morality is inadequate’ (2005: 6).35 I believe that this stance towards ACCESS 
is wholly unfounded: for one, it seems that we can make perfectly good sense 
of the idea of an inaccessible obligation, and secondly, that there is ‘no such 
thing’ is, in fact, not accepted by everyone, as the quote from Moore given 
above indicates. 
 In examining what can be said in support of ACCESS, I start with a 
common demand made on moral theories, viz., that such theories should be 
‘action-guiding’, or ‘practically useful’. Chapter 2 analyzes how this demand is 
best spelled out; the chapter concludes that the demand is justified just in case 
deontic status is deliberatively accessible. What this means is (roughly) that 
the demand cannot explain why we should accept ACCESS, or, more 
importantly, account for why we should evaluate accounts of deontic status by 
wielding ACCESS as a ‘condition of adequacy’ for moral theories, if that is 
indeed what we should do. If ACCESS is defensible, then there is nothing 
special about moral theory that explains why this is so; whatever explains it 
must be something about morality, or so I argue. 
 Chapter 3 contains the first part of my examination of whether deontic 
facts and truths–i.e., facts and truths about what we morally ought to do–are 
such that, given what they are, they must be deliberatively accessible. The 
chapter is structured around the (popular) principle that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’. 
I first consider whether this principle, when properly understood, entails that 
there is no such thing as an inaccessible obligation. That would be the case 
provided we cannot do what we are morally required to do, if what we are 
morally required to do is inaccessible to us. After arguing that this is not so, I 
consider whether ACCESS can be defended as a corollary to the ‘ought’ implies 
‘can’ principle, by way of working through three of the main justifications that 
have been offered for the principle. The first of these concerns the (allegedly 
intimate) conceptual relation between wrongdoing and blameworthiness, the 
second concerns the idea that moral requirements should be fair, and the third 
focuses on the ‘point’ or purpose of deontic judgment. I argue that none of 
these provide support for ACCESS. The upshot of the chapter is that if ACCESS 
can be defended, its justification must be sought elsewhere. 

Chapter 4 contains the second part of the examination of whether 
deontic facts and truths have to be accessible, given what they are. This 
chapter discusses the question of whether inaccessible obligations are 
normative. Arguably, normativity is essential to our understanding of what it 

                                                             
35 I assume that assignments of deontic status to particular actions are ‘part’ of an 
account of morality as Gert understands it–this is surely how Gert’s view has been 
understood; see Sayre-McCord (2002) for example. 
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is for an action to be morally right, wrong, or obligatory, so if such obligations 
would fail to be normative, there are no inaccessible obligations. Normativity, 
I suggest, is best understood in terms of reasons to act; I examine whether the 
nature of practical reasons support thinking that inaccessible obligations do 
not provide reasons, and I argue that this is not the case. That is to say, we 
have reasons to do what we morally ought to do, even if we are unable to 
determine what it is that we ought to do. 

  The arguments discussed in these three chapters exhaust what I 
believe to be the main ways in which ACCESS can be supported; as the 
arguments all turn out fail to provide the needed support for the claim, I 
conclude in Chapter 5 that ACCESS cannot be wielded in trying to settle on 
what the correct account of deontic status is, or how the correct account 
should be formulated, that is, whether it should be objective or subjective. 
What this discussion does not establish is that deontic status either definitely 
is or is definitely not accessible: for all I say, the correct account of deontic 
status may turn out to be compatible with ACCESS. Even if it is, though, the fact 
that a proposed account of deontic status is compatible with this thesis is not a 
ground for believing it is correct: ACCESS, if true, ‘falls out of’ the correct 
account, so to speak, but it does not constrain what the correct account can be. 
Put differently: our reasons for believing that deontic status is deliberatively 
accessible or inaccessible reduce to our reasons for believing a particular 
account of deontic status. If we have independent reasons for believing that 
the facts in virtue of which actions have the deontic status that they do are 
thus-and-so, and that those facts are accessible, we have reason to believe 
deontic status is accessible, but if it turns out those facts are inaccessible, we 
do not have reason to believe deontic status is accessible. The upshot is that 
decisively showing that ACCESS is correct or incorrect requires showing that 
some particular account of deontic status is correct; that is a task I do not seek 
to complete in these pages.36 I offer some further remarks on what has been 
shown, and what remains to be shown, in Chapter 5. 

                                                             
36 For this reason, I do not think that we can refute ACCESS by some counterexamples, 
as Sorenson (1995) appears to want to do. The intuitive verdicts on these examples, 
even if they conflict with ACCESS, may be ones we should be willing to give up in the 
process of moral theorizing–this would arguably be the case, if ACCESS is backed up 
by a sound theoretical rationale. It is not, though–or so I will argue in what follows. 




