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Chapter 2 The demand for a practically 
useful moral theory  
 
 
 
 
 
2.0 Introduction 
 
The first suggestion as to why we should reject the possibility of inaccessible 
obligations that I want to discuss turns on a common demand made on moral 
theories. A moral theory, the thought goes, is in at least one respect unlike 
other types of theories, for a moral theory should be ‘action-guiding’, or, as I 
prefer to call it, such a theory ought to be ‘practically useful’. Frank Jackson 
expressed a widely shared sentiment when writing the following: 
 

It is fine for a theory in physics to tell us about its central notions in a way 
which leaves it obscure how to move from those notions to action, for that 
passage can be left to something which is not physics; but the passage to 
action is the very business of ethics (1991: 467). 

 
The suggestion here is that, since ‘the passage to action is the very business of 
ethics’, it is not fine for a moral theory to leave it completely obscure how to 
move from its account of the central ethical notions (i.e., right, wrong, and 
obligatory) to action; a moral theory that does not offer guidance for practical 
decision-making is defective as a moral theory, and perhaps not even a moral 
theory at all. Jackson is arguing against objective consequentialism in the 
paper from which this passage is lifted, and he objects to this view because 
first, ‘the fact that a course of action would have the best result is not in itself a 
guide to action’ (ibid., 466) and second, because there is no set of 
supplementary (or secondary) ethical decision rules that can be combined 
with an objective consequentialist account of deontic status so that the latter 
would be at least capable of guiding action indirectly.1 The charge can be made 
against various non-consequentialist moral theories as well, of course.  

                                                             
1 Jackson does not explicitly formulate this second point, but we can plausibly 
interpret him as endorsing it, given his rejection of the idea that a version of subjective 
consequentialism modeled on decision theory is a satisfactory supplement to 
objective consequentialism, which could make the latter indirectly action-guiding. 
Jackson instead holds that what he dubs ‘decision-theoretic consequentialism’ is itself 
an account of the most important, or theoretically basic, senses of our central deontic 
terms, ‘right’, ‘wrong’, and ‘obligatory’ (cf. ibid., 472). The distinction between direct 
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Considerations such as the above, which turn on what moral theories 
are supposed to do or provide, can inform an argument against the possibility 
of inaccessible obligations (and inaccessible rights and wrongs); we can spell 
such an argument out as follows: 
 

1. Moral theories (qua moral theory) ought to be practically useful, or 
action-guiding. 
2. A moral theory is practically useful, or action-guiding, only if what 
deontic status this theory assigns to actions is deliberatively accessible. 
 

Therefore, 
 
3. If what deontic status a moral theory assigns to action is not 
deliberatively accessible, that theory does not do what moral theories 
ought to do. 

 
Premise (1) expresses the demand for a practically useful moral theory; (2) 
states a necessary condition for practical usefulness. If what deontic status a 
theory assigns is not accessible, that theory is not useful. If we hold that there 
are inaccessible obligations, then we will have to accept that what deontic 
status the correct moral theory assigns will be inaccessible, and so we will 
have to hold that the correct moral theory is not practically useful. Now, (3) by 
itself leaves open what to make of a theory that fails to be practically useful. It 
is quite common to take the observation the fact that a moral theory is ‘wholly 
impractical’ to constitute a ‘fatal objection’ to the theory, as John Mackie puts 
it (1977: 129). We can express the basic thought here as follows: 
 

4. If a moral theory does not do what it ought to do (qua moral theory), 
then that theory ought to be rejected. 

 
When we combine (3) and (4), we get the conclusion that failing to be useful, 
in the sense defined, is a fatal defect of a moral theory, so, therefore: 
 

5. If what deontic status that a moral theory assigns to actions is not 
deliberatively accessible, then that theory ought to be rejected. 

 
With (5) in place, all that needs to be shown in order to reject a particular 
moral theory is, then, that what deontic status it assigns is not deliberatively 
accessible. If this conclusion is correct, we cannot consistently claim that the 

                                                                                                                                                           
and indirect guidance is further discussed in section (2.1) below. Other representative 
statements of the objection, all directed at objective forms of consequentialism, can be 
found in Bergström (1996), Hudson (1989), and Lenman (2000).  
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correct moral theory is not practically useful, but as we just noted, that is 
precisely what we have to claim if we think that there are inaccessible 
obligations.  

The aim of this chapter is to analyze the demand for a practically 
useful moral theory, with an eye the question of whether the demand, once it 
is properly understood, can provide support for ACCESS. The chapter is 
structured as follows. Section (2.1) offers a definition of the term ‘practical 
usefulness’; along the way, I will explain why we should accept premise (2) of 
the above argument. The remainder of the chapter is concerned with premise 
(1), and, by extension, with premise (3).  

Section (2.2) discusses several different ways of interpreting the 
demand for a practically useful moral theory, starting with the often made 
suggestion that moral theories have a ‘practical aim’. I argue that this 
suggestion is either false or merely a different, less helpful way of expressing 
the demand for a useful moral theory. Next, I consider ‘the constitutive view’, 
which holds that practical usefulness is a constitutive feature of moral 
theories. On this view, a theory which fails to be practically useful is defective, 
because it fails to be a moral theory. The constitutive view, I will suggest, rests 
on a mistake. Then I consider ‘the alethic view’, according to which a moral 
theory that fails to be practically useful is defective because it is false. I note 
that while the alethic view may turn out to be correct, establishing the 
legitimacy of the demand for a practically useful theory, when the demand is 
interpreted in the way suggested, requires that we turn our focus directly to 
whether obligation, and deontic status more generally, is accessible. This 
means that the demand for a practically useful moral theory is wholly 
derivative, itself incapable of doing any work in trying to determine whether 
deontic status is accessible or not. 

Setting aside arguments that turn directly on the nature of deontic 
status for the chapters that follow, sections (2.3) and (2.4) of this chapter go 
on to discuss a variation on (1), according to which being practically useful is 
merely a ‘good-making’ feature of a moral theory, without being a feature that 
moral theories ought to have, if they are to be acceptable. I argue that while 
this weaker claim may be true, once it is properly understood, we see that it 
carries little, if any, dialectical punch, for the respect in which a practically 
useful theory is a better theory is not one that generates any independent 
reason to believe a useful theory (and perhaps even no reason at all).  

Finally, section (2.5) summarizes the chapter’s main claims, 
concluding that insofar as the demand for a practically useful moral theory is 
legitimate, showing that this is so requires that we shift our attention away 
from features of moral theories, which merely provide an account of the 
deontic status of actions, to features of deontic status itself. 
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2.1. Practical usefulness 
 
Before we can examine what (if anything) could justify the demand that an 
adequate moral theory is ‘action-guiding’ or (as I prefer to call it) practically 
useful, we need to get clear on what it takes for a moral theory to be 
practically useful.2 I propose the following:  
 

Practical usefulness: A moral theory is practically useful if and only if all 
relevant agents are able to use the theory for making a practical decision in 
all relevant situations 

 
Before we can put this definition to use, we need to get clear on what it takes 
for an agent to have the ability to use a theory for making a practical decision, 
and which agents and situations should be taken as relevant for testing a 
moral theory’s practical usefulness, understood generally. Starting with the 
ability to use a moral theory, I propose the following definition:  
 

Ability to use a moral theory: For any agent S, moral theory M, and times ti, 
tj, where ti ≼ tj: S is able at ti to use M for making a decision about what to 
do at tj if and only if S is able at ti to determine the deontic status M assigns 
to the alternatives open to S at tj 

 
Informally, what this definition states is that an agent is able to use a moral 
theory for making a decision about what to do in a certain situation (call such 
a decision a ‘practical decision’) just in case the agent is able to find out (in the 
sense of ‘coming to know’), at or prior to the time of action, what the theory in 
question implies about the actions the agent can perform in that situation. I 
take it to be clear that one needs to have this ability at or prior to the time of 
action; it does you no good if you can only find out what a theory implies after 
the fact, if you want to use it to make a practical decision. To capture this, the 
definition includes reference to two times, ti and tj. 

The proposed definition of the ability to use a moral theory invites 
several questions. First, (a) what does it take to have the ability to determine 

                                                             
2 Given how often the objection that a theory (in particular, consequentialism) fails to 
be practically useful is raised, it is surprising that attempts to spell out in detail what 
is required for practical usefulness are few and far between. Holly Smith’s work 
(1988; forthcoming), however, forms a welcome exception to this trend. The account 
that follows is deeply indebted to Smith’s work, in particular to her (forthcoming). 
Two other papers besides Smith’s that are worth mentioning for their attempts to 
formulate conditions for practical usefulness are Carlson (2002) and Väyrynen 
(2006). Of these, only the latter is concerned with usefulness in the sense relevant to 
our present concerns; Carlson appears to be interested in a narrower notion (see note 
9 below). I discuss the use that Väyrynen makes of his account in section (2.3) below.  
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the deontic status a moral theory assigns to an action, or a set of alternatives? 
Second, (b) is this ability really necessary for having the ability to use a moral 
theory? Finally, (c) is this ability really sufficient for the ability to use a moral 
theory?  

Starting with (a), some further clarifications may be helpful. First, say 
that a moral theory M ‘assigns’ a deontic status to an action A just in case M, in 
conjunction with all relevant facts of the situation, entails either that A is 
morally right, morally wrong, or morally obligatory. Second, I take it that any 
moral theory which assigns deontic statuses to actions contains a set of 
statements about what features an action must have if it is to be morally right 
(etc.); for example, a theory can contain a statement of the form ‘for any action 
A, A is morally right if and only if A has an outcome that is at least as good as 
the outcome of any alternatives to A’, or ‘for any action A, A is morally right if 
and only if the maxim on which A would be performed passes the categorical 
imperative test’, and so on. Call statements of this form the deontic principles 
that a moral theory puts forward. Third, here and throughout I will 
understand ‘S is able to do A at t’ as equivalent to ‘S can do A at t’; having an 
ability in the relevant sense requires not just that S has the ‘general ability’ to 
do A, but what is sometimes called the ‘specific ability’ to do A.3 

What does it take for an agent to have the relevant ability? It strikes 
me as plausible that the following three conditions need to be met. First, an 
agent must be acquainted with a moral theory, in the sense that the agent 
must know what its deontic principles state, and be competent with the 
concepts that figure in the statement of these principles. If you have never 
heard of the categorical imperative, or if you are not competent with one or 
more of its basic concepts (such as the concept of a ‘maxim’), you are not able 
to determine what Kant’s moral theory implies about the alternatives open to 
you in a situation. Second, an agent must possess whatever cognitive capacities 
are required for making the necessary inferences. If you can’t put separate 
pieces of information together, you will not be able to find out what a moral 
theory implies about a set of alternatives. Third, an agent must have whatever 
information is required for her to arrive at a correct conclusion about the 
deontic status that a moral theory assigns to the alternatives open the agent in 
the situation. This information, it seems, must either include facts about 
whether the actions open to you have the features that the moral theory in 
question singles out in its deontic principles as those in virtue of which actions 
have the deontic status that they have,4 or include facts that allows to infer 
                                                             
3 See Maier (2010: section 1.3) and Mele (2002) for this distinction. As Maier notes (in 
ibid.), the distinction between general and specific abilities is most plausibly taken to 
be a matter of degree, not a difference in kind.  
4 Or, weaker, the features upon which deontic status supervenes according to the 
theory’s principles, or the features that co-instantiate with the different deontic 
statuses an action can have, or some such thing. 
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whether the actions open to you have these features. And the information the 
agent has must be such that the agent either already knows, or can infer from 
this body of information, what the alternatives are that are open to the agent 
in the relevant situation. 
 Perhaps more needs to be added, if this set of necessary conditions is 
to be jointly sufficient for having the relevant ability, but for our purposes, the 
list just given should suffice. Of particular interest is the third condition, 
pertaining to the informational state of the agent. It is worth noting that 
meeting this condition does not require that an agent starts out with having 
information about whether actions have the features that the theory singles 
out as those in virtue of which an action has a particular deontic status, only 
that an agent can infer that this is so. In this way, it leaves open the possibility 
of applying secondary rules, rules which do not connect deontic status with 
‘right-making features’, but instead with features which merely co-instantiate 
with deontic status, without grounding deontic status.5 If you know, say, that 
breaking promises does not maximize utility, then you can come to know that 
it is wrong for you to do A according to a utilitarian moral theory if you know 
that A involves breaking a promise, even if you do not have any prior 
knowledge of whether A maximizes utility, relative to the alternatives to this 
action. (However, assuming you meet the first condition, it follows that you 
can consequently infer that A doesn’t maximize utility, given that A is wrong 
according to a utilitarian moral theory.) Let us say that whenever an agent has 
the ability to determine the deontic status a moral theory assigns only by way 
of using secondary rules, but not directly by ascertaining whether actions have 
the features that the theory’s principles single out as ‘right-making’, a theory is 
indirectly practically useful (for the agent, in that situation). If a theory is 
practically useful, but not indirectly useful, a theory is directly useful (for an 
agent, in a situation).  
 Assuming these remarks suffice for clarifying what is involved in 
having the relevant ability, let us turn to question (b). It could be objected that 
the ability to determine the deontic status a theory assigns is not necessary for 
the ability to use a moral theory in a situation, because using a theory for 
making a practical decision does not require knowing what deontic status a 
theory in fact assigns to the alternatives open to the agent in that situation. It 
is, a critic could insist, sufficient if the agent is able to draw conclusions about 
what the theory implies, irrespective of whether these conclusions are 

                                                             
5 The notion of ‘secondary rules’ as I use it here comes from J. S. Mill (2001 [1861]). 
For a critical discussion of whether secondary rules can help in making a moral theory 
practically useful, see Smith (1989). I should note that I have no quarrel with Smith’s 
negative conclusions; the observation made in the text is merely that using only 
secondary rules is compatible with the ability to use a moral theory for making a 
practical decision. 
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correct.6 Admittedly, there is a sense in which it is true that you have used a 
theory for making a decision if you act on the basis of a belief that your action 
conforms to the principles the theory puts forward, even if this belief is false. 
If you count as using a moral theory for making a practical decision when you 
act on such a belief, even if this belief is false, then surely the ability to use a 
moral theory does not require arriving at correct conclusions. While there is a 
sense in which it is true that you have used a theory if you act on the false 
belief that your action is (say) obligatory according to a theory, this is not the 
interesting sense of using a theory. When agents attempt to use a moral theory 
for making a decision, they want to use it successfully, in the sense of 
identifying the actions that are right or obligatory, according to the theory. 
Agents have not succeeded at using the theory, if they do not correctly identify 
the right (or obligatory) alternative in a situation, even if there is a sense in 
which it is true that these agents have used it if they arrive at false conclusions 
about what the theory implies. Since the successful use of a moral theory is 
what matters, requiring that agents are able to arrive at correct conclusions is 
not requiring too much. These observations also explain why the view that the 
ability to use a theory for making a practical decision requires only that one is 
able to arrive at epistemically justified (but not necessarily true) conclusions 
about what the theory implies is incorrect. 
 Turning to (c), it could be objected that the ability to determine the 
deontic status a theory assigns is not sufficient for the ability to use a theory 
for making a practical decision, since making a practical decision requires 
settling on what to do, but knowing the deontic status of the alternatives you 
face need not settle what to do.7 It is true enough that a moral theory can leave 
open what to do, in the sense of implying that there are several right 
alternatives in a situation, and in a situation in which this is the case, you 
cannot use it to settle on what to do. And this seems just as it should be, at 
least insofar as a moral theory should do justice to what we think moral reality 
is like. However, we are interested in a definition of a practically useful theory 
that can, at least potentially, be part of an objection to a proposed moral 

                                                             
6 Smith suggests that an agent uses a moral principle for guidance if and only if ‘the 
agent chooses an act out of a desire to conform to the principles, and a belief that the 
act does conform’ (1988: 91; 1989: 112). However, she immediately goes on to note 
that this leaves open whether the agent’s belief was true, and that we should 
distinguish between cases where the agent succeeds at conforming to the principle 
and cases where the agent does not, and she introduces two notions of the ‘ability to 
use a principle’ to accommodate this distinction. 
7 In describing the idea that a moral theory should provide a ‘decision procedure’, 
Fred Feldman writes that ‘a decision procedure … [has] to yield a decision–that is, a 
determination of the action that should be performed’ (2006: 53, emphasis omitted); 
remarks such as this suggest the objection discussed in the text. (Feldman does not 
subscribe to the idea that a moral theory should provide a decision procedure.)  
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theory. If on the one hand we require that a moral theory settles what to do in 
all relevant situations if it is to count as practically useful, while on the other 
holding that, as a matter of fact, there are situations in which several 
alternative actions are morally right, we would require that the theory does 
not do justice to our view of what moral reality really is like. On this view, the 
demand that a moral theory is practically useful turns out to be rather 
awkward, if not simply crazy. If this is the objection, it is unfounded: the 
definition does not demand too little.  
 There might be other ways of filling out why it is not sufficient for the 
ability to use a moral theory for making a practical decision to have the ability 
to determine the deontic status a theory assigns to the actions available in a 
situation. Even if that is so, though, I take it that the proposed definition can be 
amended to accommodate whatever other necessary conditions there are. And 
in addition, I should note that all we need for present purposes is the claim 
that having the ability to determine the deontic status a moral theory assigns 
is a necessary condition for having the ability to use a moral theory, for the 
argument that I outlined in the introductory section of this chapter requires 
merely that we establish the following premise:  
 

2. A moral theory is practically useful, or action-guiding, only if what 
deontic status this theory assigns to actions is deliberatively accessible. 

 
Against the background of an interest in this premise, we can admit that even 
if more is needed for a sufficient condition for usefulness by a particular agent 
in a particular situation, here we need not bother with uncovering what these 
further conditions might be. Given the definition of ‘deliberative accessibility’ 
formulated in Chapter 1, it should be clear that the proposed definition of 
when an agent is able to use a moral theory in a situation entails the 
deliberative accessibility what deontic status that theory assigns in the 
situation. All we need to do before we can move on is understand how we can 
move from the definition of when an agent is able to use a theory on an 
occasion to the definition of a practically useful moral theory. 
 The basic move is simple, of course: with the account of what 
conditions need to be satisfied in an individual case, we can define a theory as 
one that meets these conditions in all relevant cases (e.g., for all relevant 
agents and all relevant situations). Why, though, should we not simply claim 
that a practically useful moral theory is a theory that all actual and possible 
agents are able to use for making practical decisions, in all actual and possible 
situations? The fact that we are interested in a definition of practical 
usefulness which can figure in a potential objection to a moral theory, in the 
sense that a moral theory is defective if it fails to be practically useful, once 
again provides the answer. If we look at the specified conditions for an agent’s 
ability to use a moral theory, some of these are clearly not good grounds for 
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criticism: if a moral theory fails to be universally useful on grounds of the fact 
that not all agents are acquainted with it, that hardly counts as a defect in that 
theory, for example. At the very least, it seems that we should restrict the 
definition so that a theory only fails to be useful if agents who are acquainted 
with the theory are unable to use it for making practical decisions.8 

Regarding the second and third conditions noted, there is arguably 
room for imposing some restrictions. While there could be grounds for 
demanding that a theory can be used by agents with ordinary or average 
cognitive capacities (and not just by agents with superhuman capacities, say), 
it seems plausible to think that it is fine if those with seriously impaired 
capacities cannot use it. With respect to the informational state of agents, 
perhaps we should only demand that a moral theory can be used by those who 
have conscientiously collected relevant information, for example, but matters 
seems less clear here.9 The proposed definition of a practically useful moral 
theory leaves open what, if any, restrictions we should impose along all of 
these dimensions. I take it, though, that at least some restrictions apply, in 
particular with respect to the first condition; hence the need to introduce the 
notion of ‘relevant agents’. While I will make no attempt to specify the 
conditions for relevance, given that theories such as (e.g.) objective 
utilitarianism and objective consequentialism are generally taken not to 
satisfy the conditions for being practically useful,10 it seems we can safely 
assume that whatever exactly counts as a plausible of spelling out these 
conditions, a theory that can be used only by agents in informational states far 
superior to those we actually find ourselves in does not count as a practically 
useful theory. And so while perhaps some idealization along the informational 
dimension may be allowed, there do appear to be limits here that are 
sufficiently strict for us to be able to infer that many of the well-known 
objective accounts of deontic status would fail to qualify as practically useful. 

                                                             
8 For a similar view on this and some closely points, see Smith (forthcoming: 18-19). 
9 As a limiting case, we could hold that a theory is practically useful if fully informed 
agents would be able to use it for making practical decisions, as Carlson (2002) 
suggests for example. While this limiting case can be of some interest for testing a 
moral theory, it is obviously not the definition those who criticize theories such as 
objective consequentialism for its failure to be practically useful have in mind. It is 
because criticisms of a theory for its failure to be ‘action-guiding’ are usually direct at 
theories such as objective consequentialism that I claim in the text that we can safely 
assume the criterion for relevance is not ‘being fully informed’.  
10 Attempts to show that objective consequentialism is practically useful typically do 
not consist of an attempt to show that the standard for practical usefulness has been 
misunderstood, but rather of an attempt to argue that we in fact have all information 
we need in order to acquire knowledge of deontic status. See Hare (2011) and Dorsey 
(2012) for some recent examples of such attempts. 
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Regarding the notion of ‘relevant situations,’ note that while some 
moral theories (such as standard consequentialism) assign a deontic status to 
every possible action, and thus apply to every possible situation, this is 
arguably not true of all moral theories that deserve to be taken seriously–
Bernard Williams at one point objects to consequentialism precisely because it 
applies to every possible situation (1973 a: 93); the criticism suggests that he 
would favor a moral theory which is unlike consequentialism in this respect. If 
there are plausible moral theories which do not apply to all possible 
situations, it seems that we need to restrict the set of situations in which the 
relevant agents must be able to determine the deontic status. Given that ‘S is 
able to determine that X’ entails that X is the case, then if a particular theory 
doesn’t assign a deontic status to any alternative, there is nothing for agents to 
determine, which implies that this theory fails to be useful in that situation. 
But if this is as it should be (because morality has nothing to do with the 
choices an agent faces), the theory would not be defective, despite its failure to 
be useful.11 And so if the demand for practical usefulness is not to be 
dismissed on grounds of requiring that a moral theory must be out of touch 
with what moral reality is like, we need to introduce the notion of ‘relevant 
situations’.12 As before, I will not attempt to specify the conditions for 
relevance here; I assume an intuitive understanding of the issue suffices for 
putting the proposed definition to work. 
 With these points clarified, we can now observe the following. If there 
are (and thus, can be) inaccessible obligations, what deontic status the correct 
moral theory assigns will be inaccessible, and assuming the situations and 
agents in question count as relevant, the correct moral theory will not be 
practically useful, for then this theory will fail to meet a necessary (and 
possibly sufficient) condition for being practically useful. If the demand for a 
practically useful theory is legitimate, it seems that we should reject the claim 
that there are, and perhaps also the claim that there can be, inaccessible 

                                                             
11 Peter Graham expresses this view when remarking that ‘[the] thought [that a moral 
theory should be action-guiding] can’t be that the dictates of morality must settle the 
question of what to do in any situation in which one might oneself,’ since ‘a moral 
theory is not inadequate merely in virtue of being silent on the question whether to 
have apple juice or orange juice with breakfast’ (2011: 36). 
12 It is worth noting that it is also unsatisfactory to simply say that all relevant agents 
should be able to use a theory in all situations in which the theory assigns a deontic 
status to one or more alternatives, for on that account, a theory which doesn’t assign a 
deontic status to any alternative counts as practically useful, and I take it that this is 
an implication we want to avoid. Or at least, we need to avoid this if we want to able to 
make sense of the objection to virtue ethical approaches to morality, as these have 
been criticized for their failure to be ‘action-guiding’ precisely because these have 
sometimes been presented as dispensing with deontic evaluation. For a discussion of 
this objection, and a reply, see Hursthouse (1999: chapter 1). 
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obligations. With the definition of a practically useful moral theory in place, 
we can move on to examine what might inform the demand that a moral 
theory is practically useful. 
 
 
2.2. Should a moral theory be practically useful?  
 
2.2.1. Do moral theories have an ‘aim’?  
 
With the explanation of how practical usefulness and deliberative accessibility 
are related before us, and (2) secured, let us turn to (1). Recall: 
 

1. Moral theories (qua moral theory) ought to be practically useful, or 
action-guiding. 

 
In examining how to interpret this claim, and looking into what can be said in 
support of it, we can start with the common idea that moral theory ‘has a 
practical aim’ (function, purpose, etc.). Often the practical aim (etc.) that moral 
theory is alleged to have is put alongside its ‘theoretical aim’. In a recent 
introduction to moral philosophy, Mark Timmons characterizes these two 
aims as follows: 
 

The main practical aim of a moral theory is to discover a decision 
procedure that can be used to guide correct moral reasoning about matters 
of moral concern. …  The main theoretical aim of moral theory is to 
discover those underlying features of actions … that make them right or 
wrong (2002: 3-4). 

 
One finds similar statements in the work of various others.13 While Timmons 
leaves open whether or not there is any order of importance among these two 
aims, some philosophers appear to suggest that the practical aim of moral 
theory has priority over the theoretical aim, writing for instance that ‘the most 
important function of a moral theory is to guide action’ (Mason 2003: 327), or 
that ‘[a] moral theory is for the guidance of human beings’ (Singer 1983: 273, 
emphasis added). Can an appeal to the idea that moral theory has a practical 
aim help to justify the claim that a theory is defective if it fails to be practically 
useful? A closer look reveals that the answer is ‘no’.  

Taken literally, it is hard to know what exactly we are to make of 
claims about the ‘aims’ of moral theory: a moral theory is a set of statements 
of a particular form about a particular subject-matter, and a set of statements–

                                                             
13 See Smith (1988: 91-92; 1989: 112); Väyrynen (2006: 291-292; 2008: 75-76); and 
Leibowitz (2009: 349-350).  
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where ‘statements’ can be understood as either concrete linguistic entities, or 
the abstract entities (i.e., propositions) that the relevant linguistic entities 
express, but not as speech acts14–is prima facie at least not the sort of thing 
that can have an aim.15 Taken literally, the ascription of an aim to a moral 
theory, understood to be set of statements, looks like a category mistake. How 
then are we to interpret such claims, if they do not literally ascribe an aim to 
moral theories? 

Proponents of moral theories can have aims, of course, so we might 
take claims about the aim(s) of moral theories to be elliptical for claims about 
the aims of proponents of those theories. Thus understood, the objection that 
the moral theory you favor is defective because it fails to be practically useful 
can be easily shrugged off: if you weren’t aiming at providing a practically 
useful theory to begin with, then what is wrong with the theory you have 
come up with? Some appear to have taken this observation to settle questions 
over whether there is anything amiss with a moral theory which fails to be 
practically useful.16 But that would be too quick, I believe. First, interpreting 
the objection in this way makes answering it so easy that one cannot help but 
wonder why anyone would have found the objection compelling in the first 
place. Secondly, this way of interpreting the objection seems to misidentify its 
target: the objection turns out to be directed at the proponent of the theory, 
instead of at the theory she proposes, but presumably, it was the latter that 
was being objected to. And the charge would be that the proponent of such a 

                                                             
14 Failing to closely observe this distinction leads easily to a confusion of pragmatic 
with semantic (or alethic) issues. Asserting practically useless deontic principles may 
very well be pointless, but that is a claim about the purpose of saying something in 
some specific conversational context, and not about whether what is said is true. The 
failure to keep these issues apart at least partially explains the persistence of appeals 
to the point or purpose of moral theories, deontic principles, deontic evaluations, and 
so on. As this point has been aptly discussed by others (see, e.g., Sinnott-Armstrong 
1984), I leave it aside in what follows.  
15 I am hardly the first to note this point. David Lyons for example writes that 
‘[s]trictly speaking, a principle (or rule or maxim) has no purpose. It is adopted for a 
purpose, perhaps, used for some purpose, and so on. It seems odd, however, to 
attribute a purpose (point, aim, goal, or end) to a principle (or rule or maxim) itself’ 
(1965: 154). Regarding the idea that ‘belief aims at the truth’, Ralph Wedgwood writes 
that ‘this claim is hardly true in the everyday sense of “aim”’, and that ‘[a]t best, it is 
believers that aim at this or that’; he adds that ‘it is far from clear that believers have 
any aim at all concerning most of their beliefs’ (forthcoming, p. 1); compare the 
remarks from his (2002) that are quoted in the text below. 
16 Caspar Hare (2007: 508) appears to understand the claim in this way; he notes that 
it makes answering the objection almost embarrassingly easy. He does not take that 
observation as a ground for doubting whether this is the correct way to understand 
the claim, though. An (unsympathetic) reader could interpret Bales (1971) as relying 
on this interpretation as well, I suppose. 
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theory does not succeed at doing what she has set out to do; it is applicable 
only to those who indeed have the aim of formulating a theory that is 
practically useful.17 
 A more promising strategy is to adopt a suggestion that Ralph 
Wedgwood makes about the claim that ‘belief aims at truth’. Wedgwood notes 
that this claim ‘is obviously not literally true’ since beliefs ‘are not little 
archers armed with bows and arrows; they do not literally “aim” at anything.’ 
The claim must be taken as a metaphor; the interpretation he proposes is 
what he dubs a ‘normative interpretation,’ according to which the claim 
asserts that ‘a belief is correct if and only if it is true’ (2002: 267). Interpreting 
the claim that ‘moral theory has a practical aim’ in a similar way, what is says 
is that a moral theory is correct only if18 it is practically useful. However, if that 
is how we interpret them, then claims about the practical aim of moral theory 
do not provide support for (1), but merely say the same thing in a different 
way, viz., that a moral theory is defective, and ought to be rejected, if it fails to 
be practically useful.19 
 
 
2.2.2. The constitutive view 
 
With this cleared up, next we can ask in what way a moral theory is alleged to 
be defective if it is not practically useful. A first option is that we should take 
‘defective’ to mean that something does not count as a moral theory if it is not 
practically useful. Being practically useful, the suggestion might be, is a 
constitutive feature of a moral theory: if an object lacks this feature, then 
whatever it is, that object is not a moral theory. We can call this ‘the 
constitutive view’ on the significance of practical usefulness. Is the constitutive 

                                                             
17 It could be objected that those who propose moral theories have a reason to aim at 
offering only practically useful theories, and that they have this reason independently 
of whether they in fact have this aim or not, in which case the charge could be made to 
stick irrespective of what the proponent of a theory has set out to do. If this is the idea, 
however, we need to know what that reason is supposed to be, and presumably, an 
account of what this reason is can be formulated without making reference to any 
interesting features of those for whom it is a reason, in which case the proponents of 
moral theories drop out of the picture as irrelevant. 
18 On most accounts, moral theory does not just have a practical aim, but also a 
theoretical aim, so practical usefulness is only a necessary, but not a sufficient 
condition for being correct (or non-defective).  
19 I assume that it is consistent with the spirit of the present suggestion to interpret 
the claim that moral theory has a practical aim as asserting that a moral theory which 
has this property is better, other things equal, than a theory which does not have it. I 
discuss this idea below, in sections (2.3) and (2.4). 
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view defensible? To see whether it is, we need to consider the (somewhat 
obtuse) question ‘what is a moral theory?’ 

One intuitively plausible answer is that a moral theory consists of a set 
of statements which provides an analysis of one or more of the central moral 
concepts; more precisely, a moral theory can be said to provide an analysis of 
the central deontic concepts, i.e., the concepts RIGHT, WRONG, and OBLIGATORY. 
Competing moral theories provide different analyses of one or more of these 
concepts, where an analysis of a concept is understood to consist in general 
statements about necessary and sufficient conditions for the concept’s correct 
application. Not all sets of statements that we would intuitively consider to 
count as a moral theory offer a complete analysis of all the central deontic 
concepts,20 and some of what we may be inclined to characterize as a moral 
theory in fact eschews analysis of these concepts altogether, often because 
these views hold that the deontic evaluation of actions is not an intelligible or 
worthwhile practice.21 For simplicity, though, let us set this kind of skepticism 
about both deontic evaluation and deontic concepts aside, and say that on this 
sort of view of what a moral theory is, it consists of a set of statements that 
provides an analysis, whether partial or complete, of the central deontic 
concepts. These statements correspond to what I in the previous section called 
the deontic principles that a moral theory puts forward.  
 What a moral theory is can also be characterized in metaphysically 
more ambitious terms: a moral theory, one might say, is not (or not just) a set 
of statements about the application conditions of deontic concepts, but rather 
a set of statements about deontic properties, i.e., about what it is for something 
to be right (etc.), and about the features that ‘make’ things right (etc.). Or, 
alternatively, the view might be that a moral theory consists of a set of 
statements about supervenience relations. On this last understanding of what 
a moral theory consists is, consequentialism can, for example, be 
characterized as the view that deontic properties of actions supervene on the 
evaluative properties of the outcomes of those actions, or on the evaluative 
properties, suitably characterized, of these actions themselves. Statements 
about supervenience relations may–but need not be, provided it is not the 

                                                             
20 Say that an analysis is incomplete whenever it does not state necessary and 
sufficient conditions for all three central deontic concepts. Instead, it can consists only 
of one or more necessary, one or more sufficient, or one or more statements of 
defeasible conditions for rightness, wrongness, or obligatoriness, or a non-exhaustive 
combination of these. A prominent analysis of deontic concepts (or properties–the 
wording is often too vague to be sure) in terms of defeasible conditions is that offered 
by Ross (1930 [2002]; 1939). 
21 For such a rejection, see Anscombe (1958), and Williams (1985: chapter 10), also 
Norcross (2006). Moral particularism, as advocated by Dancy (1993, 2004), also 
rejects of the possibility of an informative analysis of deontic concepts, but it does not 
reject the possibility of such an analysis because it rejects deontic evaluation.  



37 
 

case that supervenience entails reduction, as some have claimed–be offered as 
a reductive analysis of the supervening properties; if they are, then the 
supervening properties (which, in this case, are the deontic properties) reduce 
to the base properties (such as evaluative properties).22  

Irrespective of whether we prefer to think of moral theories as 
accounts of deontic concepts or as accounts of deontic properties, it seems 
that offering something along these lines must at least be part of what it takes 
to be a moral theory: whatever a moral theory is, it is a set of statements of a 
particular form, about a particular subject matter. Clearly, a satisfactory moral 
theory will include more than merely a set of deontic principles; for one, it will 
contain various supporting arguments, and so on. Whatever else we include, 
this characterization of a moral theory leaves open whether there are any 
further conditions that a set of statements must meet, in order to be a moral 
theory. More specifically, it leaves open whether it should meet a condition of 
practical usefulness. Marcus Singer for one appears to endorse the view that 
there is such a condition, as he holds that objective utilitarianism, e.g., the 
view that it is the actual utility resulting from the performance of an action 
which determines whether an action is right or wrong, ‘makes no sense as a 
moral theory because it cannot possibly guide action’ (1982: 390). James 
Griffin, after noting that it is highly unlikely that ‘we could often perform the 
tremendously large cost-benefit calculations [objective utilitarianism] 
requires’ if we are to use it as a guide to action, writes that a ‘moral standard 
that ignores [the limits of] human capacities is not an “ideal” standard, but no 
standard at all’ (1996: 105).23 Finally, Frank Jackson can be understood as 
endorsing the constitutive view as well in the passage that I already quoted at 
the beginning of this chapter:  
 

It is fine for a theory in physics to tell us about its central notions in a way 
which leaves it obscure how to move from those notions to action, for that 
passage can be left to something which is not physics; but the passage to 
action is the very business of ethics (1991: 467). 

 
While somewhat cryptic, Jackson’s thought here seems to be that those who 
offer practically useless moral theories have misunderstood the task at hand 

                                                             
22 For a characterization of what a moral theory is in terms of statements about 
supervenience relations, see Oddie and Milne (1991) and Sinnott-Armstrong (2011). 
For the view that moral theories consist of (sets of) statements about the ‘right-
making features’ of actions, see for instance Bales (1971). 
23 It is not clear whether Griffin suggests that utilitarianism is not a moral theory 
because the ‘moral standard’ it proposes (i.e., its account of deontic status) ‘make[s] 
no compromise with human frailty’ (ibid.) or that he means to suggest that it cannot 
be the case that we are in the dark about what we ought to do, so I take these passages 
up both in this chapter and in the next (see section 3.1).  
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in a fundamental way. And we might take this to mean that one is just not 
really in the business of offering a moral theory, if what one has to offer leaves 
‘the passage to action’ obscure. 
 Say that this is how we are to understand the sense in which a moral 
theory is supposed to be defective if it fails to be practically useful. If it is true 
that something does not count as a moral theory unless it is practically useful, 
those who propose a practically useless account of deontic concepts or 
properties could simply shrug her shoulders, and hold that she is not offering 
a moral theory, but a ‘schmoral theory’. Samuel Scheffler suggests this line of 
response (albeit to a different objection24) on behalf of consequentialist moral 
theories, writing that ‘talk about the relative merits of consequentialist and 
non-consequentialist moral principles can simply be recast as talk about the 
relative merits of consequentialist principles on the one hand and moral 
principles on the other’ (1994: 47). If there is nothing further that can be said 
about why and in what sense it is important that an account of deontic 
concepts or properties counts as a moral theory, ‘so what?’ would be a 
perfectly legitimate response to the charge that they have not offered a moral 
theory. 

We need not leave the matter at this, though; I believe the view that 
practical usefulness is a constitutive feature of moral theories is positively 
mistaken, and it is instructive to see why that is so. A point often made in this 
context is that since we do not expect theories about other subjects to be 
practically useful, the demand that a theory of morality is practically useful is 
groundless, and arbitrary.25 The quote from Jackson cited above purports to 
offer an answer to this challenge; it also brings out what I think is wrong with 
the idea that by its nature, a moral theory must be practically useful. On the 
face of it, there is indeed a sense in which ‘the passage to action is the very 
business of ethics’, but the sense in which this is so is not one that underwrites 
the view that an account of deontic concepts or properties must be practically 
useful in order to count as a moral theory. When we are trying to determine 
the deontic status of the alternative actions we face in a given situation, it 
seems that we are not engaged in a purely intellectual exercise. Rather, when 
we think about the alternatives open to us in this way, we are in part at least 
trying to determine what to do (or what to refrain from doing). It is quite 
plausible that people who do not accord the deontic status of the alternatives 
open to them any significance in their deliberations about what to do are not 
fully competent with the deontic concepts: we might say that these people do 
not really understand what it means for an action to be wrong (etc.). Coming 

                                                             
24 Scheffler is concerned with the objection that consequentialism fails to meet a so-
called ‘publicity condition’, i.e., a condition requiring that the true deontic principles 
are public knowledge. 
25 This is the main thrust of Bales (1971), for example. 
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to the conclusion that a given alternative is wrong, say, should put some 
pressure on one’s practical decision-making, although it perhaps need not 
settle what to do, even if one is fully rational.26 And perhaps we might even say 
that playing this role in practical deliberation is what deontic evaluation ‘is 
for’ (more on this in the next chapter).  

None of these claims has any bearing on the matter at hand, though, 
because a moral theory can be characterized as providing an account of when 
our moral thinking goes well, and not–or at least, not necessarily–itself an 
instance of, or exercise in, moral thinking. A moral theory explicates the 
criteria for when our thinking about the deontic status of actions is correct, 
and tries to do so in as general a way as possible. But this does not make 
theorizing itself an instance of thinking about the deontic status actions, at 
least not an instance of the same way of thinking about the deontic status of 
actions as that which occurs when we are deliberating about what to do, or so 
it seems to me. A comparison may help to see why this is so. To the best of my 
knowledge, no one maintains that considering theories about, say, the 
semantics of counterfactual conditionals must itself also be an instance of 
counterfactual thinking, or that considering theories of prudence must itself 
also be an instance of prudential thinking. The mistake, then, is to confuse a 
feature of the subject-matter of a moral theory– the intimate relation of 
deontic evaluations of actions to judgments about what to do, i.e., the making 
of practical decisions or the forming of intentions–with a feature of a moral 
theory. If this is correct, then we can freely admit that the ‘passage to action’ is 
‘the very business of ethics’, but that hardly commits us to accepting that the 
passage to action is the very business of a theory of ethics. In brief, the 
suggestion is that the view that practical usefulness is a constitutive feature of 
moral theories rests on a mistake. 

Admittedly, these considerations are merely suggestive; they clearly 
do not decisively show that it is false that, as Allan Gibbard puts it, ‘when we 
create and refine a normative theory … we are moralizing’ (2003: 161). But I 
hope they do indicate why such a view is implausible. Either way, if I am 
wrong, and if offering an account of deontic status should be understood as 
itself an exercise in deontic judgment, then it still needs to be shown that 
deontic judgment itself has a ‘practical aim’. In addition, we would need to 
spell out what this (alleged) fact entails, and if the suggestion is that it entails 
that sets of statements with the appropriate subject-matter fail to amount to a 
moral theory, we would still need to know why that is supposed to be an 
objection (for absent an explanation, we can shrug our shoulders and accept 
that we are not offering a moral theory, but a schmoral theory). The next 

                                                             
26 And even if there is a particular action that is morally obligatory–the sense in which 
moral considerations may or may not settle what to do that is at stake here is distinct 
from that considered in section (2.1). 
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chapter addresses some of these points (in section 3.4); here, though, let us 
examine some different, more promising ways of understanding the demand 
for a practically useful moral theory.  
 
 
2.2.3. The alethic view 
 
The considerations leading to the rejection of the constitutive view suggest 
alternative, and (to my mind) more appealing option in explicating the sense 
in which a moral theory may be defective if it fails to be practically useful, 
namely, as taking this claim to assert that a moral theory is not (and perhaps 
even cannot be) true if it fails to be practically useful. On this interpretation of 
the demand for a useful theory, we have a comparatively clear and 
independently intelligible sense of what is wrong with a practically useless 
moral theory, and why it ought to be rejected: such a theory is not true, and an 
acceptable moral theory must be true. On this interpretation, there is nothing 
special about moral theories qua moral theories such that they must be 
practically useful; what is wrong with a moral theory that fails to be 
practically useful is simply that it is not the true moral theory. We can call this 
‘the alethic view’ on the significance of practical usefulness. 

The alethic view seemingly does away with the idea that there is 
something special about moral theories, qua moral theories; this is something 
I believe counts in its favor. What is important to note here is that if the alethic 
view represents the correct way to read (1), the sort of argument we need to 
consider does not run from observations about the nature of moral theory to 
the claim that moral obligation (or deontic status more generally) is 
deliberatively accessible. Rather, such an argument will have to run the other 
way around: the true moral theory is practically useful because obligation (or 
deontic status more generally) is accessible. A moral theory is defective, in the 
sense of ‘defective’ picked out by the alethic view, if it does not give a correct 
account of morality; if the correct account of morality is such that given this 
account, deontic status is accessible, then the true moral theory will be 
practically useful.27 But if the correct account of morality is not such that on 
this account, deontic status is accessible, then the true moral theory will not 
be practically useful, but in that case, the objection that a moral theory is 
defective in the sense of being false because it fails to be useful is obviously 
misguided. Either way, there is nothing about moral theory (or moral 
theorizing) per se that is capable of explaining why the true moral theory is 

                                                             
27 Provided other conditions for usefulness are met. If there are no other conditions 
for usefulness, then the accessibility of deontic status entails that the true moral 
theory is practically useful. Either way, though, if deontic status is not accessible, this 
entails that the true moral theory is not practically useful. 
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practically useful. If there is a successful defense of the claim that moral 
obligation (and deontic status more generally) is deliberatively accessible, this 
defense will be direct. If the demand for a practically useful moral theory is 
legitimate, and the demand is understood in accordance with the alethic view, 
practical usefulness is a derivative requirement on moral theories; it is 
derived from the fact that deontic status has already been shown to be 
accessible. 

To be clear, none of this is to say that we cannot frame the question 
under consideration as one regarding the practical usefulness of moral 
theories if we want to. It does indicate that there is likely to be no advantage 
to doing so, and there may in fact be downsides to it, as we could be led astray 
in our investigation because we will be looking for answers in the wrong 
place. And none of this is to say that the demand for a practically useful moral 
theory, understood in the way that the alethic view proposes, is illegitimate. 
The point is merely that this demand is not capable of doing any serious work 
all by itself. The chapters that follow discuss several options for defending the 
claim that the true moral theory should be practically useful by way of a more 
direct defense of an accessibility condition on deontic status, focusing on the 
accessibility of moral obligation.  

Before we move on to direct defenses of accessibility, it is worthwhile, 
I believe, to consider the idea that being practically useful is merely a good-
making feature of a theory: a feature which it is desirable for a moral theory to 
have, but not a feature that a theory should have if it is to be at all acceptable. 
On such a view, the proper focus of our investigation will still be on what a 
moral theory is or involves, instead of on the specific subject-matter of such a 
theory. This ‘good-making feature’ view on the significance of practical 
usefulness will be discussed next.   
 
 
2.3. Is a practically useful moral theory a better moral theory? 
 
On both the alethic and the constitutive view, the fact that a moral theory fails 
to be useful is taken to constitute a ‘fatal objection’ to that theory. It could be 
objected that, because of this, both views misconstrue how we should think of 
the significance of practical usefulness. It might be suggested that although, 
admittedly, it is not the case that something does not count as a moral theory 
if it fails to be practically useful (as on the constitutive view), it is also not the 
case that we need to think of the demand for a practically useful moral theory 
as a wholly derivative matter, its legitimacy to be settled by answering the 
question whether deontic status is accessible (as on the alethic view).  

In contrast to both of these views, practical usefulness can be taken as 
merely a desirable, or good-making feature a moral theory may or may not 
have; having this feature, we might say, makes a moral theory a better moral 
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theory, but lacking it is not a decisive strike against it. Moreover, it is desirable 
independently of whether or not deontic status is accessible. Holly M. Smith 
considers this option, writing that we may ‘view usability as only one valuable 
feature (among several) of a moral system’, and explains that ‘[o]n this view, 
we would grade one moral system as better than another, other things being 
equal, if the first is more widely usable than the second’ (1988: 102). Pekka 
Väyrynen, taking a cue from Smith, also discusses this view in a recent article:  
 

An … ethical theory may fail to give adequate guidance for acting rightly, 
and yet give a correct account of what is right. … We might, however, think 
that even theories that do not aim to provide adequate moral guidance are 
nonetheless better to the extent that they also do provide adequate 
guidance, instead of thinking that doing so is no merit at all (2006: 292, 
emphases in original). 

 
Others have hinted at a view along these lines as well.28 We can call it ‘the 
good-making feature view’ about the significance of practical usefulness. 
Appealing to the good-making feature view as part of an argument against a 
proposed moral theory requires some slight modification of all steps but the 
second premise of the argument that I formulated at the beginning of this 
chapter; the result could look as follows, for example:  
 

1’. Practical usefulness, or being action-guiding, is a good-making feature of 
a moral theory. 
2. A moral theory is practically useful, or action-guiding, only if what 
deontic status this theory assigns to actions is deliberatively accessible. 

 
Therefore,  
 

                                                             
28 Michael Stocker (1976) famously objects to what he calls the ‘schizophrenia’ of 
moral theories that propose a split between the features that make an action right 
(etc.) and those that good agents, as judged by that theory, would take as reasons for 
acting, but as he makes clear as the discussion progress, his real target are moral 
theories that ‘cannot be acted on’. He holds that ‘formally’ there is nothing wrong with 
theories that cannot be acted upon, but he asks, rhetorically, ‘why should we be 
concerned with such theories?’–implying that we should not be concerned with them, 
since none of these theories can do justice to the value of acting in accordance with 
one’s moral beliefs. Although it is hard to be certain, it would seem that Stocker’s view 
can be understood as boiling down to the claim that practical usefulness should not be 
understood in the way the constitutive of alethic views do, but rather should be 
thought of as a good-making feature of a moral theory. 
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3’. If what deontic status a moral theory assigns to actions is not 
deliberatively accessible, that theory lacks one of the good-making features 
that moral theories can have. 

 
Next, we add the seemingly uncontroversial premise (4’): 
 

4’. If a moral theory lacks one of the good-making features that moral 
theories can have, this is a reason to reject that theory. 

 
(Alternatively, we could weaken (4’) so that it states merely that lacking a 
good-making feature that moral theories can have is a reason not to accept a 
theory, but which we choose should be of no consequence.) From (3’) and 
(4’) we can infer that, therefore,  
 

5’. If what deontic status a moral theory assigns to actions is not 
deliberatively accessible, this is a reason to reject that theory. 

 
The revised second conclusion, (5’), is of course significantly weaker than the 
original conclusion, (5); the argument now no longer purports to establish 
that there are no (or cannot be) inaccessible obligations. While, therefore, it 
does not directly bear on whether or not ACCESS is correct, I think this is 
nonetheless an argument that is worth considering, since if it is successful, it 
looks capable of putting at least some pressure on those who want to accept a 
practically useless moral theory. Moreover, as we will see, it raises some 
issues that are interesting in their own right. 

I start with sketching the explanation of why practical usefulness is a 
desirable feature that Smith and Väyrynen present. I argue that given this 
explanation, if we have a reason for believing a practically useful moral theory 
instead of a theory that fails to be useful because (i.e., on grounds of the fact 
that) the former is a better theory, then that reason is pragmatic, not 
evidential. Pragmatic reasons for belief, I note, are ‘reasons of the wrong kind’; 
such reasons may not carry any weight at all when it comes to what we overall 
have most reason to believe (section 2.3.1). Secondly, even if pragmatic 
reasons are capable of putting significant weight onto the scale, this does not 
mean that our pragmatic reasons for believing a practically useful theory can 
ever outweigh or conflict with our non-pragmatic reasons. As to the possibility 
of conflict, I will argue that insofar as practical usefulness is a desirable 
feature, its desirability is conditional on the truth of a moral theory. This 
suggests that being practically useful, in case it provides a reason to believe a 
moral theory, does not provide a reason that could point in a different 
direction than the non-pragmatic, evidential reasons to accept a theory 
(section 2.3.2). Third, even if there are pragmatic reasons that independently 
support moral theories that are practically useful, such reasons are very likely 
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to be outweighed by other pragmatic reasons, and so we can accept (5’) and a 
practically useless moral theory without embarrassment (section 2.3.3). 
 
 
2.3.1. Better in what respect?  
 
If a given moral theory is practically useful, then (some suitably circumscribed 
set of) agents will be able to determine what deontic status that theory assigns 
to the alternatives these agents will face. Why would it count in favor of a 
moral theory, if that theory has the property of being practically useful? The 
‘importance of [practical] usability’, Smith suggests, ‘can be explained by 
reference to the concept of autonomy’ (1988: 105, emphasis in original; cf. 
Smith 2010: 74; Väyrynen 2006: 297). Smith proposes to understand 
‘autonomy’ in the following way: ‘a person acts autonomously insofar as his 
decision to act is governed by the kinds of considerations that he deems most 
important’ (ibid., emphasis in original). That is, we act autonomously in the 
relevant sense whenever we decide to act on the basis of what we ourselves 
take to be the considerations that determine what we morally ought to do in 
the situation. As both Smith and Väyrynen note, this definition is stipulative, 
for we can mean many things by the term ‘autonomy’.29 We can call it 
‘autonomy, understood as self-governance’ to make clear what we mean. The 
suggestion that builds on this notion of autonomy goes roughly as follows: 
given that autonomy as self-governance is valuable, a moral theory that is 
practically useful is better than a theory which is not, because the first theory 
‘allows for’ the achievement of autonomy by those who believe that theory, 
while the second does not. As Väyrynen puts it, ‘an ethical theory is better to 
the extent that it makes reliable strategies for acting well available to an agent 
who accepts it’ because autonomy as self-governance is something valuable, 
and failing to be practically useful means that a theory ‘fails to protect 
autonomy understood as self-governance’ (2006: 298). 
 In assessing this suggestion, it is important to get clear on the respect 
in which a moral theory can be claimed to be better if it is practically useful, if 
one reasons along the lines suggested by Smith and Väyrynen. If the value of 
autonomy as self-governance is going to explain why a moral theory is better 
if it is practically useful, the respect in which such a theory is better is not the 
respect of ‘being better supported by the evidence’, for the offered explanation 
does not appear to take a theory’s being practically useful to constitute 
evidence for that theory. In brief, a useful theory is not a better theory if we 
understand ‘better’ evidentially. Rather, given what Smith and Väyrynen offer 
by way of explaining why a useful theory is a better theory, a practically useful 

                                                             
29 For a good overview of the variety of ideas that have been put forward under the 
label ‘autonomy’, see Arpaly (2003: chapter 4). 
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moral theory can be said to be better merely in the respect that believing such 
a theory is better than believing a theory which is not useful. Being in a state 
of believing a useful theory is instrumentally valuable, because believing a 
useful moral theory is a means to acting autonomously, and acting 
autonomously is valuable. The account on offer of why practical usefulness is 
valuable, something worth caring about, turns on the value of what believing a 
theory that has the property of usefulness produces, and it is by virtue of 
being believed that a moral theory is capable of ‘protecting’ the valuable 
result, viz., autonomy as self-government. 

If a theory’s being better in this respect is taken to provide a reason for 
believing a practically useful moral theory over a competing theory that is not 
useful, as premise (4’) asserts it does, then the reason for believing such a 
theory that is provided by the value of autonomy as self-government is 
pragmatic, not evidential. The reason to believe a practically useful theory that 
we can account for in this way is comparable to the reason one could have for 
believing something because, say, one is offered a sum of money, or some 
other reward for believing it: having the belief is a means to realizing 
something of value, but the fact that something of value will be realized if one 
has the belief is no evidence of the truth of the belief. A famous example is 
Pascal’s Wager, which posits reasons to believe in the existence of God that 
derive from the value of salvation, thereby trying to circumvent the question 
of whether or not God in fact exists.30 
 On what has become standard terminology, pragmatic reasons for 
belief are ‘reasons of the wrong kind’, whereas evidential reasons for belief 
are ‘reasons of the right kind’. There is debate over the general criteria for 
being a reason of the right (or wrong) kind,31 but we need not settle on such 
criteria here; all we need is (a) that there is such a distinction, (b) that it 
matters on what side of the divide a reason falls, and (c) that pragmatic 
reasons for belief are ‘reasons of the wrong kind’. These three ideas are 
relatively uncontroversial, even if the details of how to draw the distinction 
are not. Some philosophers hold that reasons of the wrong kind are in fact not 
reasons at all, but it is sufficient for present purposes if (d) ‘reasons of the 
right kind’ are the reasons that are somehow central to what we all-things-
considered have most reason to believe (or do), and this is typically accepted 

                                                             
30 The introduction of a distinction between reasons of the right kind and reasons of 
the wrong kind, discussed in the text, can be of help in explaining what is wrong with 
Pascal’s argument, although there are many other problems with the argument beside 
this one; see Hájek (2003) for an excellent treatment. 
31 An influential proposal is Parfit’s distinction between ‘state-given’ and ‘object-given’ 
reasons (2011); Parfit holds that only the latter are reasons of the right kind. For a–to 
my mind, utterly convincing–criticism of Parfit’s proposal, see Schroeder (2012). 
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even by those who do take reasons of the wrong kind to be genuine reasons.32 
If pragmatic reasons are reasons of the wrong kind, and if reasons of the 
wrong kind are not central to what we all-things-considered have most reason 
to believe, then the reason to believe a useful moral theory over one that fails 
to be useful will not put much weight onto the scale, if it puts on any weight at 
all. And that means that even if a moral theory is better if it is practically 
useful, this is unlikely to be a fact that can support believing a useful theory 
over a theory that fails to be useful. 
 It is worth noting that this line of argument does not depend on the 
explanation of why a useful theory is a better theory; it concerns only how we 
construe the respect in which a theory is taken to be better. The next 
argument does concern the details of that explanation. 
 
 
2.3.2. Reconsidering the value of autonomy as self-governance 
 
Perhaps there is no real problem with pragmatic reasons for belief. (Speaking 
for myself, I am of two minds about this issue.) For the sake of argument, let us 
assume that pragmatic reasons can pay a significant role in determining what 
we have overall most reason to believe. Are we any closer to the conclusion 
that the value of autonomy, understood as self-governance, is capable of 
providing us with good reasons to believe a practically useful moral theory? I 
don’t think so. 

Both Smith and Väyrynen endorse what we can call a ‘content-neutral’ 
view of autonomy: an agent acts autonomously in the relevant sense 
whenever an agent’s decision to act in a certain way is based on an application 
of the moral view that the agent takes to be correct, irrespective of whether 
the moral view that this agent takes to be correct is in fact correct. Is this 
really valuable? Imagine two worlds, W1 and W2, both populated by a variety 
of individuals; let us focus on just one of them, whom we can call ‘Adele’. Adele 
performs the same actions in both W1 and W2, but in W1 she acts on the basis 
of what she takes to be the correct account of morality, while in W2 she does 
not (instead, let us suppose, she tosses coins to make her practical decisions, 
because she believes she has no chance of identifying the morally right course 
of action). If content-neutral autonomy indeed is non-instrumentally valuable, 
we should expect to have the intuition that W1 is a better world than W2 
irrespective of what moral theory we imagine Adele to believe in that world. 
But this is not our reaction–or at least, it is not mine. If I imagine that Adele is 

                                                             
32 See Reisner (2009: 258-59) for discussion and further references. Reisner defends 
the view that pragmatic reasons for belief can carry significant weight; see (ibid.), and 
his (2008), for a variety of interesting remarks. I discuss what weight pragmatic may 
have in the present context below, in section (2.3.3). 



47 
 

a Nazi in W1, I am not inclined to judge that there is any added value to her 
acting on the basis of her Nazi beliefs in that world, as compared to W2, in 
which she tosses a coin in order to make a decision. If anything, I am inclined 
to say that Adele’s basing her decisions on her Nazi beliefs makes W1 a worse 
world than W2. I find this particularly plausible if we imagine that Adele’s 
actions are not monumental moral wrongs (such as committing genocide, for 
instance), but instead of a rather petty nature.33 Imagine that in W1, guided by 
her Nazi beliefs, Adele often buys bratwurst but never buys humus, often 
reads papers published in the Deutsche Zeitschrift für Philosophie but never 
reads papers published in Philosophia, and often listens to schlager music but 
never to klezmer music; she does the same things based on coin tosses in W2 
(as in this world, it turns out that the coin toss consistently favors buying 
bratwurst instead of humus, and so on). I find the judgment that W1 is a better 
world than W2 incredible. The view about the value of autonomy as self-
governance that Smith and Väyrynen appeal to, though, implies that W1 is 
better than W2, since it imposes no restrictions on the content of the moral 
view that agents rely on when making practical decisions. Therefore, this view 
should be rejected. 
 There is an easy fix to the problem posed by cases such as that of 
Adele: we can simply drop the assumption of content-neutrality, and hold 
instead that there is value in deciding what to do on the basis of the 
considerations that the moral theory one accepts singles out as settling the 
matter, provided the moral theory one accepts is correct. We might put this by 
saying that although there is value in doing ‘the right thing for the right 
reasons’, there is no value (and perhaps even disvalue) in doing ‘the wrong 
thing for the wrong reasons’, even if one mistakenly takes oneself to be doing 
the former instead of the latter. While this revision allows us to retain the 
claim that there is value in acting on the basis of the considerations that one 
takes to be morally decisive, by the same token, it undercuts whatever 
dialectical force the appeal to the idea that a practically useful moral theory is 
better could have even if pragmatic reasons are taken to be capable of putting 
significant weight onto the scale. On this revised account, the value of 
autonomy as self-governance is conditional on the truth of the theory by which 
autonomous agents guide their actions; if its value is conditional in this way, 
the fact that a moral theory is better if it is practically useful cannot do any 
independent work. Let me explain. 

Assume, for the sake of argument, that pragmatic reasons for belief are 
genuine reasons for belief, reasons which can come into conflict with 
evidential reasons, and on occasion even outweigh the latter sort of reasons. 

                                                             
33 Some of those to whom I presented this case in conversation reported that they 
think it is worse to commit horrible moral wrongs on the basis of a coin toss than on 
the basis of deeply misguided moral beliefs, hence the elaboration offered in the text. 
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The observation that a useful theory is a better theory is moot. If the value of 
guiding yourself by the moral theory you take to be correct is conditional on 
believing the true moral theory, there cannot be a conflict between evidential 
and pragmatic reasons when it comes to which moral theory to believe, since 
the existence of a pragmatic reason (which stems from on the value of 
autonomy as self-governance) to believe a practically useful moral theory 
presupposes that there are evidential reasons for that theory. Unless you have 
good reason to believe a given theory is true, you have no reason to believe 
that anything of value will be realized if you were to believe this theory, and 
once you have the first set of reasons, the second set is redundant. In other 
words, the pragmatic reasons for believing a given moral theory, if they stem 
from the value of autonomy (understood as self-governance) can only point in 
the same direction as the evidential reasons for that theory, if they are to point 
anywhere at all. If the evidence available supports the verdict that a moral 
theory which fails to be practically useful is correct, then there are neither 
evidential nor pragmatic reasons to believe a competing theory which is 
practically useful. Therefore, the fact that a useful theory is a better theory is, 
in effect, irrelevant to what we have most reason to believe. 
 
 
2.3.3. Weighing pragmatic reasons 
 
Perhaps the value of autonomy as self-governance is not conditional on the 
truth of the theory by which self-governing agents guide their behavior: 
despite the objection that I raised, there may be value in guiding oneself by 
what one takes to be the moral considerations that settle the matter, and this 
value accrues irrespective of the contents of one’s beliefs. Although I see no 
merit in it, the view that there is something important about being guided by 
one’s deeply held moral convictions has had a variety of supporters 
throughout the history of philosophy. If these people are not mistaken, then 
there can be an independent pragmatic reason to accept a practically useful 
moral theory, in virtue of its being practically useful, and thus some reason to 
reject a theory that is not practically useful, as (5’) asserts. We can next ask: 
what weight would this reason have, if it exists? 
 The value of autonomy (understood as self-governance) lies, 
presumably, not just in having the capacity for self-governance, but also–and 
perhaps even primarily–in exercising that capacity, viz., in acting in the ways 
that are supported by one’s moral convictions. Imagine that you believe a 
certain moral theory that is practically useful, rely on it in your practical 
deliberations, and thus act autonomously in the sense defined. Imagine as well 
that the moral theory you believe is incorrect, and that this theory is incorrect 
not just in the sense that it provides incorrect explanations of why actions 
have the deontic status that they do, but also in implying that various 
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particular actions are right while in fact these actions are wrong, and vice 
versa. As a result of your accepting and relying on this false but practically 
useful moral theory, you will realize the value of acting autonomously, but you 
will also often fail to do what you morally ought to do. 

Now, it is plausible that there is at least some value in doing what one 
morally ought to do, and some disvalue in doing what one morally ought not 
to do. This value can either be instrumental, if some form of consequentialism 
is true, or non-instrumental, in case we take the deontic status of actions to 
either be determined by the (dis-)value of the acts themselves, considered in 
isolation of the value of their consequences, or as the ground for the (dis-
)value of acts.34 In other words, it is very plausible that it is good to do right, 
and bad to do wrong, although there is admittedly ample room for discussion 
of how we are to explain why this is so. While a definite stance on this matter 
requires presenting a worked out first-order normative theory, it is 
nonetheless plausible, or at least not implausible, to assume that the value (or 
goodness) of acting rightly is of a non-negligible greater magnitude than the 
value of being self-governing, and also that the disvalue (or badness) of acting 
wrongly is of a non-negligible greater magnitude than the disvalue of failing to 
be self-governing. To see why it is likely that this is so, we can again compare 
two imaginary worlds: in the first of these worlds, W3, the agents inhabiting it 
all act rightly, but all fail to be self-governing; in the second world, W4, the 
agents inhabiting it are all self-governing in the relevant sense, but they never 
act rightly. Which of these worlds is better, W3 or W4? On the face of it, W3 
appears to be a far more desirable world than W4, because in W3 the actions 
performed will have whatever features make actions morally right: utility is 
maximized, promises are kept, rights are respected, maxims can be 
universalized, or some such thing. Now there is, let us grant, something that 
makes W4 good which is lacking in W3, but there are many more things, and 
more important things, that make W3 good which are lacking in W4.35 

                                                             
34 The idea that there is ‘good in the right’ even from a deontological perspective has 
received a recent book-length defense by Robert Audi (2004, in particular chapter 4). 
35 There may yet be other reasons for believing an extensionally correct but 
intensionally incorrect theory, for instance, if believing such a theory will lead to a 
higher number of right (obligatory) actions than believing a theory which both 
extensionally and intensionally correct. Sidgwick (1981 [1907]) suggests this is our 
situation, when he argues for the view that utilitarianism should be an ‘esoteric 
morality’, one that should not be believed by most because if it were believed, utility 
would not be maximized. Note, though, that the pragmatic reasons for believing an 
incorrect theory Sidgwick posits have nothing to do with the value of self-governance, 
but stem wholly from the value of doing what is right (or obligatory): the number of 
right actions (i.e., those that maximize utility) will be higher if people believe a false 
theory. Instead of being a potential counterexample, this confirms my suggestions 
about the comparatively higher value of morally right action.   
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 If this rough assessment of the comparative value of acting rightly and 
being self-governing is on the right track, then while there is a respect in 
which a practically useful theory is better than a theory which is not, and 
therefore a pragmatic reason for believing such a theory which we do not have 
for believing a theory which fails to be practically useful, there is also a 
stronger, more weighty pragmatic reason to believe the correct theory, even if 
the correct theory fails to be useful, provided that believing the true theory 
will not produce more wrong action than believing a false but useful theory. 
(We need this rider, because in case the true theory fails to be useful, its 
acceptance will not guarantee that those who accept it will act rightly, even if 
they are fully conscientious.) The reason this is so is that if the useful theory is 
not correct, then its acceptance will produce morally wrong actions, and the 
disvalue of wrong action is greater than the disvalue of failing to be self-
governing. Again, grant that pragmatic reasons can put significant weight on 
the scale. Even if the argument of (2.3.2) fails, it is still not the case that the 
pragmatic reasons provided by the fact that a given moral theory is practically 
useful are likely to sway the balance of reasons one way rather than another, 
as there is also a pragmatic reason for believing the true moral theory, even if 
the true moral theory is not practically useful, and this reason for believing the 
true moral theory is more weighty, provided it is the case that acceptance of 
the true moral theory will not lead to the performance of a higher number of 
morally wrong actions than acceptance of some alternative useful theory. 
 The foregoing discussed a scenario in which we assume that the 
alternative useful theory is one that is not just incorrect in the sense of not 
identifying the properties that ‘make’ actions right (etc.), but also in the sense 
of implying that some actions are right even though in fact they are wrong, 
and vice versa. That is, we assumed the alternative moral theory to be not just 
intensionally incorrect, but also extensionally. But what if we assume instead 
that the alternative moral theory is merely intensionally incorrect, but not 
extensionally? On that assumption, accepting the alternative theory would not 
lead to the performance of wrong actions (since it singles out actions as right 
that are in fact right, etc.) and it would be able to accommodate the value of 
autonomy, understood as self-governance. It appears that the pragmatic 
reasons to accept this theory are stronger than those to accept the true moral 
theory. If so, the value of practical usefulness can play a role in determining 
what moral theory we overall have most reason to accept, or so a critic could 
suggest. The reply to this is simple: if there is such an alternative theory, the 
true moral theory would not be practically useless. The true moral theory 
would be indirectly useful, instead of directly, in the sense defined in section 
(2.1), for the deontic principles of the imagined alternative theory would then 
constitute the secondary rules that supplement the true moral theory, and 
guarantee its usefulness. So either we assume that the true moral theory is not 
practically useful, in which case the alternative, useful moral theory is not 
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extensionally correct, or we assume that the alternative theory is 
extensionally correct, in which case the true moral theory is indirectly useful. 
But we cannot have it both ways.  And if the true moral theory is practically 
useful, the question whether we should instead accept some other moral 
theory on grounds of considerations of practical usefulness becomes moot. 
 The upshot is that the proponent of a moral theory which fails to be 
practically useful can accept (a) that a moral theory is better, other things 
equal, if it is practically useful, (b) that there are pragmatic reasons which can 
in principle help determine what we overall have most reason to believe, and 
(c) that considerations of practical usefulness provide independent pragmatic 
reasons for believing a useful moral theory, and still not be at all worried 
about the fact that the theory she proposes fails to be practically useful. Even if 
the argument sketched at the beginning of this section is sound, its conclusion, 
(5’), is not a ground for concern, not simply because that conclusion is 
logically weaker than that of the original argument set out in the introduction 
to this chapter, but also because the reason that exists for believing a useful 
theory (and thus the reason for rejecting a theory on grounds of its failure to 
be useful) is likely to be outweighed by other pragmatic reasons. 

Other things equal, a useful theory may be a better theory, yet once we 
take into account that other things are not equal, it turns out that there is no 
embarrassment in accepting this verdict. The arguments for the relevant 
evaluative claims that I offered have admittedly been rather quick and 
sketchy, but they should suffice for concluding at least that there are quite 
serious hurdles to overcome if one wants an appeal to the good-making 
feature view to do any real dialectical work.  
 
 
2.4. Wishful thinking in moral theorizing 
 
In the previous section I have argued, among other things, that insofar as it is 
valuable for agents to decide what to do on the basis of considerations they 
themselves take to settle what they morally ought to do, this value is 
conditional on the truth of the moral theory these agents accept. We might put 
this point by saying that, assuming practical usefulness is a precondition for a 
theory’s capacity to facilitate self-governance, it would be good if the true 
moral theory were practically useful. If the true theory were practically useful, 
then agents who accept the true theory can guide their actions by this theory, 
and thereby realize the value of self-governance (without at the same time 
realizing the disvalue of acting morally wrong). As we have seen, these 
considerations seem unlikely to put much, if any, weight onto the scale. 

The final suggestion I want to consider in this chapter is the following. 
It could be objected that the considerations adduced so far ignored that there 
are certain patterns of argument which have a legitimate place in ethical 
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theory, even though they are admittedly unacceptable elsewhere. In general, 
the fact that it would be good if something were the case does not entail that it 
is the case, and inferring that something is the case from the fact that it would 
be good if it were, is a paradigmatic instance of wishful thinking (I can’t 
properly infer that there is world peace from the fact that it would be good if 
there were world peace, for instance). But according to some philosophers, 
when it comes to ethics, matters might be different. Thomas Nagel, referring 
to suggestions made by Frances Kamm and Warren Quinn,36 is a prominent 
example of someone who holds that there may be valid instances of 
arguments of this form in ethical theory.  

Nagel himself is concerned with the claim that we have (pre-political) 
moral rights; the one-sentence summary of his defense of this claim goes as 
follows: ‘[t]he argument is that we would all be worse off if there were no 
rights–even if we suffered the transgressions which in that case would not 
count as violations of our rights–ergo, there are rights’ (1995: 92). Now, Nagel 
stresses that he is talking about moral, not legal rights, and that he does not 
take us to be capable of making it true that we have moral rights, by creating 
institutions protecting them, believing that we have them, or acting as if we 
believe we have such rights. As he puts it, the argument ‘is not supposed to be 
merely an argument for creating or instituting rights, through laws or 
conventions’; rather, ‘the argument is supposed to show that the morality 
which includes rights is already true’ (ibid., 91, 92, emphases in original). 

If Nagel’s argument for moral rights is sound, we can easily model an 
argument for practical usefulness on it. Whether the true moral theory is 
practically useful depends on whether deontic status is accessible, and 
whether deontic status is accessible depends on what the moral facts that the 
true moral theory is a theory of are like, just as whether we have moral rights 
depends on what the moral facts are like. If the fact that it would be good if the 
moral facts are one way rather than another entails that they are one way 
rather than another–if the best way that the moral facts could be is also the 
way they in fact are, and necessarily so–then if it would, on balance, be best if 

                                                             
36 See Kamm (1992) and Quinn (1993: chapter 7). To my mind, the writings of Kamm 
and Quinn are too vague to be certain about whether they endorse the contested 
inference, though. It is worth noting that this defense of moral rights may, in its 
general form, have a much longer history. Jeremy Bentham accused the drafters of the 
French Declaration of Human Rights of relying on an inference of roughly the form ‘it 
would be good if we have rights, therefore, we have rights’, an inference he deems 
fallacious. As Bentham puts the point when commenting on Article 2 of the declaration 
in Anarchical Fallacies (2000: part 4, first published in 1816), ‘[i]n proportion to the 
want of happiness resulting from the want of rights, a reason exists for wishing that 
there were such things as rights. But reasons for wishing there were such things as 
rights, are not rights; – a reason for wishing that a certain right were established, is 
not that right – want is not supply – hunger is not bread’. 
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deontic status is accessible, it follows that deontic status is accessible, and 
thus that the true moral theory is practically useful. (Admittedly, this 
argument is perhaps better classified as one that concerns the subject-matter 
of a moral theory, and not a feature of moral theories per se, so it would be 
more natural to discuss it under the heading of what I dubbed ‘the alethic 
view’. However, as it builds on the arguments of the previous section, I have 
decided to discuss it here instead of later.)  

Admitting that what he offers in defense of the view that we have 
moral rights is ‘a curious type of argument’ which is not ‘in general … cogent’, 
Nagel nonetheless suggests that ‘it may have a place in ethical theory, where 
its conclusion is not factual but moral’ (ibid., 92). Nagel himself does not offer 
any support for this contention; it is therefore unsurprising that critics have 
been quick to set this line of reasoning aside as an ordinary instance of wishful 
thinking (see McNaughton and Rawling 1998: 48-53). In an interesting recent 
comment on Nagel’s argument, David Enoch tries to rescue the idea. Enoch 
suggests, first, that ‘the question whether a given argument of [the form 
“wouldn’t it be good if p, therefore, p”37] is valid is best reduced to another 
question, one about the logical nature of the operators involved, and in 
particular whether they satisfy the analogue of the (suggested) modal-logic 
axiom ◊◊p ⟶ ◊p’. Second, he suggests more tentatively that it is plausible–or 
at least, not implausible–that an ‘it is good that’-operator, abbreviated by ‘G’, 
in fact satisfies the suggested axiom, that is, that GGp entails Gp. The resulting 
proposal is that while inferences of the form ‘Gp, therefore, p’ are not valid 
across the board, they are whenever ‘p’ is equivalent to Gq, since in that case, 
the inference would be an instance of GGp ⟶ Gp (Enoch 2009: 223-224). 
Finally, Enoch suggests that if this can be defended for ‘G’, the suggestion may 
lend itself to generalization:  
 

perhaps there are families of operators that satisfy GGp ⟶ Gp as a family, 
so that if both N and G are members of the family, NGp ⟶ Gp is valid, and 
so on. If so, and if the ethical operators form such a family, then the result … 
nicely applies to ethical contexts more generally (ibid., 224, n5). 

 
I will focus on Enoch’s second suggestion, viz., that GGp entails Gp. If this 
suggestion is unsuccessful, then generalization to other normative operators 
(in particular, whether we can go from ‘it would be good if it were obligatory 
that p’ to ‘it is obligatory that p’, or some such thing38) can be assumed to fail 

                                                             
37 In this section I use Enoch’s notion, using ‘p’ as a variable ranging over propositions, 
and ‘⟶’ for strict implication. 
38 The ‘value-based’ argument for practical usefulness sketched in the text requires 
that we have an inference from something’s being good to something’s being 
obligatory, hence the emphasis on this point. 
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as well. It is worth emphasizing, at the outset that ‘G’ is a non-factive operator, 
given that Gp does not entail p. That is, we should understand ‘Gp’ as standing 
not simply for ‘it is good that p’ but rather as standing for ‘it is, or would be, 
good that p’, so that it leaves open whether or not p is true.39 Thus understood, 
I do not think that it is plausible that GGp entails Gp. Here is an argument that, 
if successful, shows that this suggestion should be rejected. 

It seems undeniable that it would be good if the actual world were 
better than it is.40 (If this were not so, it could be good if the actual world was 
less good than it is, and that seems a crazy view to hold.) Furthermore, if the 
actual world were better than it is, it would contain more good states of 
affairs. This, it seems, is just what it is for the actual world to be a better world. 
Even if the value of a complete world is not a simple additive function from the 
value of the states of affairs that it contains, it nevertheless seems plausible 
that a better world contains more valuable states of affairs than any world 
that is less good. Therefore, it would be good if the actual world contained 
more good states of affairs. Furthermore, the higher the number of good states 
of affairs that the actual world contains, the better this world is, and this 
seems to apply right up to the point where every state of affairs it contains is 
good. Therefore, for every state of affairs that the actual world contains, it is 
true that it would be good, if that state of affairs were good. Put differently, the 
truth of a proposition at the actual world guarantees that it would be good if 
the state of affairs that this proposition represents were good.  If we assume, 
for reductio, that GGp → Gp, it follows that every state of affairs the actual 
world contains is in fact good. But that conclusion is absurd; it amounts to the 
Panglossian view that the actual world contains only good states of affairs, and 
is the best of all possible worlds.  

Here is a different way of approaching the problem that the GGp → Gp 
rule gives rise to.41 On the face of it, there is much in the world that could be 
better, and surely, it would be a good thing if this were not the case.42 But it 
seems absurd to take this as a ground for revising what you took to be the 
criteria for goodness, so that as a result, you no longer believe that there is 
anything that stands in need of improvement. If anything, you should take this 

                                                             
39 If ‘G’ were a factive operator, it would be no surprise that GGp entails Gp; the 
entailment would hold for the same (and rather uninteresting) reason that Gp, thus 
understood, entails p.  
40 I will assume we can shift seamlessly between ‘good’ and ‘better’ in what follows.  
41 This alternative way of characterizing the problem was suggested to me by David 
Enoch (in correspondence). 
42 To be clear, the claim here is only that it would be better if it was not the case that 
there are things that could be better, on the assumption that indeed there are things 
that could be improved in the actual world. Whether or not there are possible 
improvements does not depend only on how good or bad the world is, of course, but 
also on what improvements can be made. 
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observation as a ground for improving the world in accordance with your 
criteria for goodness insofar as you can, and perhaps as a ground for 
lamenting or regretting the badness of the states of affairs that you cannot 
improve. Yet if, as Enoch suggests, GGp entails Gp, the first response can be as 
appropriate as the second. What needs to go, I submit, is the GGp → Gp rule. 
 The above argument can be challenged in various ways. An obvious 
target is the assumption that a better world contains more good states of 
affairs than a less good world. The argument can easily be reformulated 
without this assumption. Take the whole actual world as the relevant state of 
affairs represented by some proposition; since it would be good if the actual 
world as a whole were good, we can infer that it is good, provided GGp entails 
Gp.  Since it would also be better for the actual world to be better, right up to 
the point that it is the best possible world, we can again infer that the actual 
world is the best of all possible worlds. 
 Second, the argument requires that we imagine, for some state of 
affairs, that this state is good in one possible world, but not in another; this, it 
can be objected, does not make sense. The criteria for goodness are necessary, 
which is to say that if a state of affairs is good in one world, then that state is 
good in all worlds in which it obtains. If a given state of affairs appears to 
differ in value across worlds, we are either mistaken about its difference in 
value or about its being the same state across the relevant worlds. However, if 
the idea of states of affairs differing in value across possible worlds does not 
make sense in the case at hand, we also cannot make sense of any other 
argument that relies on the GGp → Gp rule–including Enoch’s formulation of 
Nagel’s argument. That is to say, either this objection succeeds at undermining 
both the argument I offered and the reasoning my argument was designed to 
criticize, or it succeeds at undermining neither.43  
 Finally, it could be objected that although the argument I offered has 
shown that it is not the case that inferences of the form ‘GGp, therefore, Gp’ are 
valid across the board, they are nonetheless valid for some values of p. Taking 
a cue from Enoch’s original proposal, one might think for instance that 
whenever p is equivalent to Gq, GGp does entail Gp, because GGGq entails GGq. 
However, even if the latter entailment holds, it is at best unclear how we can 
put this result to work. Recall that we were interested in establishing first-
order claims about goodness, and while the original proposal was concerned 
with such claims, the current suggestion is not–it leaves open entirely how we 
are to move from second- to first-order claims. If the GGp → Gp rule is valid for 
some values of p, then for this to be an interesting result, the values that p can 
take must include non-evaluative propositions (that is, there must be 
admissible values for p where p is not equivalent to Gq). 

                                                             
43 I am indebted to David Enoch (correspondence) for the formulation of both this 
objection and the response offered in the text. 
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 Nothing I have said here precludes the possibility that there is some 
restricted set of values for ‘p’ that salvages the GGp ⟶ Gp inference rule (by 
invalidating the arguments that I have offered) without making it 
uninteresting at the same time. But what are the criteria for inclusion in this 
set supposed to be? Given that retaining the rule’s interest requires that we 
can infer at least some first-order claims about goodness, making a move 
analogous to the one Enoch originally proposed will not do the job. As there 
are no other obvious candidates, this by itself warrants some amount of 
skepticism about whether such a restriction is in the offing. Although what I 
have said warrants at most a provisional assessment of the issue, I do think we 
have seen enough in order to set aside the defense of a demand for practical 
usefulness based on the observation that it would be good if the true theory 
were practically useful aside at this point. The inference from ‘it would be 
good if the true theory is useful’ to ‘the true theory is useful’ is invalid. 

What we are left with at this point is nothing but the bare observation 
that it would be good if the true moral theory were practically useful. This is 
something that a proponent of a practically useless moral theory can accept 
without embarrassment, given that inferences of the form ‘it would be good if 
such-and-such were the case, therefore, it is the case’ are invalid in ethical 
theorizing as well, not just in other domains. Echoing something Derek Parfit 
has written in a different context (1984: 24), it is perhaps natural to want the 
true moral theory to be practically useful, and to hope that it is. But this is not, 
and cannot be, anything more than a hope, absent arguments that have little if 
anything to do with the value of practical usefulness. Its desirability provides 
no rational ground for believing that the truth about what we morally ought to 
do will be accessible to us at the time when we care most about knowing what 
it is, viz., when facing a practical decision. In brief, facts about the desirability 
of accessibility are of no help to those who want to argue for ACCESS. 
 
 
2.5. Summary and conclusion 
 
In this chapter, I have examined whether the demand for a practically useful 
moral theory could justify the claim that obligation, and deontic status more 
generally, is deliberatively accessible. I argued that this is not the case. On the 
most plausible interpretation, this demand is derivative; its legitimacy 
depends on whether deontic status is accessible, not the other way around. 

After clarifying what it takes for a moral theory to be practically useful, 
I discussed the idea that moral theories have a ‘practical aim’. On the most 
plausible interpretation, this claim is just a different way of expressing the 
demand for a practically useful theory, not a claim that can support this 
demand. Turning next to the interpretation of this demand, I first considered 
‘the constitutive view’ on the significance of practical usefulness, according to 
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which a (purported) moral theory that fails to be practically useful is defective 
because it fails to be moral theory at all. This view, I claimed, rests on a 
mistake: while the ‘passage to action’ may well be the ‘very business of ethics’, 
this does not mean it is also the very business of a theory of ethics.  

I then turned to ‘the alethic view’ on the significance of practical 
usefulness, according to which a moral theory that fails to be practically useful 
is defective because it is false. If this is the correct way to interpret the 
demand for a practically useful moral theory, the demand is derivative, as its 
legitimacy wholly depends on whether deontic status is accessible. The reason 
this is so is that a moral theory is false if it is practically useless just in case the 
true moral theory is practically useful, and the true moral theory is practically 
useful just in case deontic status is deliberatively accessible. Supporting the 
demand for a practically useful moral theory, when the demand is interpreted 
in this way, requires establishing that deontic status is accessible. And that 
means that, on the alethic view, focusing on features of theories about deontic 
status instead of on deontic status itself puts the cart before the horse; the 
demand for a practically useful moral theory is by itself toothless when we try 
to settle whether deontic status is accessible. 

Putting aside arguments that turn directly on the nature of deontic 
status for the chapters that follow, I turned to ‘the good-making feature view’, 
which holds that being practically useful is merely something that makes a 
moral theory a better theory, but not a feature it ought to have, if a theory is to 
be at all acceptable. I argued that, given the respect in which a theory is taken 
to be better if it is useful by those who propose this view, the fact that a useful 
theory is a better theory gives us only a pragmatic reason to believe a useful 
theory, and pragmatic reasons for belief are ‘reasons of the wrong kind’, which 
may not carry any weight at all. Even if they do, however, it is plausible that 
the value of being useful is only realized by the true moral theory: there is, I 
suggested, no value in guiding oneself by a false moral theory, because the 
value of self-governance is conditional on having correct moral beliefs. Finally, 
I argued that even if the value of guiding one’s actions by a moral theory is not 
conditional on the truth of that theory, it is still better to act rightly; this 
means that whatever pragmatic reasons we have for believing a practically 
useful theory, these reasons are likely to be outweighed by pragmatic reasons 
to believe the true theory. 

In the last section of the chapter, I considered what merit there is to 
the suggestion that there are valid arguments of the form ‘it would be good if 
such-and-such were the case, therefore, such-and-such is the case’ in moral 
theorizing. Given that I acknowledged that it would be good if the true moral 
theory were practically useful, then if there are valid instances of this from, 
this spells trouble for my dismissal of the demand for practical usefulness. 
However, this argument schema is not just invalid outside but also inside of 
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ethical thought; there are, I argued in section (2.4), no acceptable forms of 
wishful thinking in moral theorizing.  

The upshot is that we should embrace the basic idea underlying the 
alethic view, along with its main implications: if there is something amiss with 
moral theories that are not practically useful, the problem with such theories 
is that they are false. On this view, whether the true moral theory is practically 
useful is not a matter that can be settled by considering what it takes to count 
as a moral theory, what moral theories ‘aim at’, what would make for a better 
theory, and so on. Whether the demand for a useful moral theory is legitimate 
is a matter that can only be settled by addressing the question whether 
deontic status is accessible head-on. To that task we now turn. 
 

 




