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Chapter 5 Summary and conclusion 
 
 
 
 
 
5.1. Summary 
 
The main aim of this essay was to examine if the following claim is defensible: 
when you are under an obligation to perform a particular action, you are 
always able to come to know that you are, at or prior to the time of action. I 
called this claim ‘ACCESS’, and formulated it as follows in Chapter 1:  
 

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

 
In the foregoing, I have examined both the main ways in which ACCESS has in 
fact been supported by those who have endorsed this claim (or something 
very much like it), and the ways in which we could expect its proponents 
would attempt to support it, if pressed to make explicit their grounds for 
believing it. I started, in Chapter 2, with analyzing the common demand for a 
‘practically useful’ moral theory. After clarifying what practical usefulness 
amounts to, I argued that if this demand is legitimate, it is legitimate because 
ACCESS is true, and not the other way around. I also argued that 
understanding the demand for a useful moral theory in a logically weaker way, 
so that it amounts to nothing more than the claim that a moral theory is better 
if (and because) it is practically useful, is not something that can do any work, 
for the sense in which a theory might be a better theory if it is practically 
useful is incapable of providing us with (independent) reasons to believe a 
theory. In the last part of the chapter, I examined whether or not wishful 
thinking in moral theorizing is rationally defensible, that is, whether there are 
valid instances of arguments of the form ‘it would be good if p, therefore, p’ 
where ‘p’ stands for a moral (or evaluative) claim. I argued that, contrary to 
what some have claimed, this is not the case. 
 Chapter 3 turned to discuss the widely accepted principle that ‘ought’ 
implies ‘can’ (OIC). I first examined whether or not a ban on inaccessible 
obligations is entailed by OIC on any plausible formulation of the principle, 
and argued that this is not so. After that, I examined whether popular 
theoretical justifications for the OIC-principle are, by the same token, 
justifications for ACCESS as well. I considered three such justifications: the 
first was the ‘argument from blame’, the second the ‘argument from fairness’, 
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and the third appealed to a view about the ‘point’ or purpose of deontic 
evaluation (which I dubbed ‘PURPOSE’). I argued that the arguments 
discussed not only fail to support ACCESS, but also fail to support the ‘ought’ 
implies ‘can’-principle. When discussing the argument from blame, I argued 
against the following claim about the relation between wrongdoing and 
blameworthiness: 
 

Wrongdoing Entails Blameworthiness (WEB): Necessarily, if an agent S acts 
wrongly in performing action A, then S is blameworthy for doing A 

 
Contrary to what WEB entails, there are excuses for wrongdoing, understood 
in the standard way, and therefore, there is such a thing as blameless 
wrongdoing. With regard the argument from fairness, I argued that 
considerations of fairness do not properly apply to deontic principles, and in 
addition, that even if they do, such considerations would support some wildly 
implausible results. Finally, when discussing the third justification for OIC, I 
argued that if providing practical guidance is what deontic evaluation ‘is for’, 
that is, if we have and use the deontic concepts (RIGHT, WRONG, and OBLIGATORY) 
in order to help us make decisions about what to do, this gives us no reason at 
all for thinking that deontic evaluation is capable of providing practical 
guidance. It may very well be true that our deontic concepts simply cannot do 
what they were meant to do. 
 Chapter 4 went on to consider what I dubbed the ‘objection from failed 
normativity’ against inaccessible obligations. In a nutshell, the idea behind the 
objection is that if the fact that you ought to act in a certain way is inaccessible 
to you, this fact would fail to be normative for you–the fact would be, so to 
speak, not ‘part of the normative landscape’ for you. I proposed to understand 
‘normativity’ in terms of reasons. Obligations are normative in the sense that 
the fact that an action A is obligatory entails that there is sufficient (moral) 
reason to perform A. Is there ground for thinking that the entailment does not 
hold when the fact that A is obligatory is inaccessible? I started with 
considering the claim that only facts that agents are aware of can be reasons to 
act for them, a claim that I dubbed ‘REA’:  
 

Reasonhood Entails Awareness (REA): For any fact F, agent S, and action A, 
necessarily, if F is a reason for S to do A, then S is aware of F 

 
This claim, I argued, is incorrect: not only does it fail to receive support from 
the considerations that can be offered in its defense (the explanatory and 
deliberative conditions), it also restricts what reasons there are in a way that 
cannot make sense of how we think and talk about reasons. Furthermore, the 
fact that allowing for reasons that agents are unaware of forces us to accept 
that what there is (most) reason to do and what it is rational to do can come 
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apart is not an embarrassment. Then I considered the weaker claim that only 
deliberatively accessible facts are reasons to act, which I dubbed ‘RAA’:  
 

Reasons Are (Deliberatively) Accessible (RAA): For any fact F, agent S, and 
action A, necessarily, if F is a reason for S to do A, then F is deliberatively 
accessible to S 

 
This less demanding view does not suffer from the same problems as REA, but 
just like the stronger view, it too fails to be supported by what may look like 
considerations counting in its favor, i.e., the explanatory and deliberative 
conditions on reasons. These conditions, I argued, are indefensible on closer 
inspection: reasons need not be capable of explaining why agents act, nor 
need they figure in fully good (or virtuous) practical deliberation. The upshot 
of this is that there is no good ground for thinking that the entailment (from 
obligations to reasons) fails to hold for inaccessible obligations, because facts 
can be reasons to act even if the agents for whom these facts are reasons are 
unaware of them, and even when they are unable to become aware of them. 
 
 
5.2. Concluding remarks 
 
Where does this leave us? What I hope to have shown is that there is no sound 
theoretical rationale for ACCESS; if I have succeeded at that task, we can 
reasonably conclude that this claim should not be taken as something that is 
capable of constraining what the correct account of deontic status can be. In 
other words, objections to a proposed account of the deontic status of actions 
that are based on the observation that the account in question is incompatible 
with ACCESS lack force. Yet if there is no theoretical rationale for ACCESS, this 
does not by itself show that this claim is false. For all I have said, it may be true 
that what we morally ought to do is always within our epistemic reach, when 
we are deliberating about what to do. But if that is the case, this will have to 
‘fall out’ of the correct account of deontic status, an account that has to be fully 
defensible on other grounds, not by appeal to the considerations that were 
discussed (and rejected) in the foregoing. We might put this by saying that, if 
ACCESS is correct, then the claim has the status of a theorem, not that of an 
axiom, in moral theorizing. 
 A natural question to ask at this point is this: is there reason to expect 
that the correct account of deontic status implies that deontic status will be 
deliberatively accessible? I believe that, in fact, we have reason to expect the 
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opposite to be the case, for the following reason.1 An account of deontic status 
identifies those features of actions that ‘make’ actions wrong, i.e., the features 
of an action in virtue of which an obligatory action is obligatory (likewise for 
‘right’ and ‘wrong’). These features, which either are always co-instantiated 
with or are the base properties upon which deontic properties supervene (in 
case there are deontic properties), or the properties that our deontic concepts 
refer to (in case there are no deontic properties) better be properties that 
matter, that is, properties that are worth caring about. There have to be such 
properties in case we want to maintain that the deontic evaluation of actions 
ought to play an important, perhaps even overriding, role in practical 
deliberation (see section 3.4). I have argued that if deontic status is 
deliberatively accessible, then so are the features of actions in virtue of which 
actions have the deontic status that they have (see Chapter 1). Defending an 
account of the deontic status of actions that implies ACCESS would, then, 
involve showing that the only features of actions which matter in the relevant 
sense are features that are accessible, but on the face of it, this is clearly not 
the case: for example, facts about the amount of suffering that will result if an 
action is performed matter morally (if anything does2), yet such facts are, we 
can safely assume, at best only in part accessible to us. If we cannot appeal to 
ACCESS, then we cannot rule such facts out from the set of facts that are 
relevant to whether an action ought or ought not to be performed. And it will 
not do, I take it, to argue that these kinds of facts do not matter ‘in the right 
way’, at least if we take the suggestion here to be that such facts do not 
provide practical reasons–for the view that these kinds of facts fail to provide 
reasons can, it seems, only be defended if there is some epistemic restriction 
which facts can be or provide a reason to act, but I have argued that there is no 
ground for believing that there is any such restriction (in Chapter 4). 
Therefore, we should not expect that the features which ‘make’ actions 
obligatory (right, wrong) are accessible, and therefore, we should not expect 
that the correct account of deontic status will imply ACCESS. 

These observations also suggest some further comments on what I 
dubbed ‘the deflationary view’ in Chapter 1, i.e., the view that consists of the 
following two claims (a): our deontic terms have different senses, and (b) 

                                                           
1 The basic idea presented in this paragraph is far from new–Julia Driver for example 
(2012: 96) traces it back to G. E. Moore (1988 [1903]). However, the way that I spell it 
out is, I believe, original. 
2 By ‘matter morally’, I do not mean to say that these facts necessarily matter to what 
we morally ought to do (for that is what is in question), merely that they matter 
irrespectively of whether we in fact care about them. Some philosophers hold that 
nothing matters in this sense; defending such a view would be a way of resisting the 
claims I make in this paragraph which does not rest on an appeal to the sort of 
considerations that I have dismissed in this essay. I leave this form of moral 
skepticism aside here, as I have been doing throughout. 
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these senses are all equally important, or basic. If our deontic terms indeed 
have different senses, including an ‘objective’ and a ‘subjective’ sense, one 
ground for maintaining that the objective sense is the most important among 
these is that it is only if an action is obligatory in the objective sense that we 
can infer that we will have most (moral) reason to perform that action, and 
reasons, I have suggested, are what is ‘basic’ to normativity. Perhaps the 
deontic terms also have a subjective sense, however, we do not always have 
most or sufficient reason to do what is subjectively obligatory (or right), nor 
do we always have most or sufficient reason to refrain from doing what is 
subjectively wrong. Put differently, subjective rightness (etc.) lacks ‘normative 
force’, and thus even if there is a ground for using the deontic terms in this 
way in addition to using them in the objective sense, that ground is not that 
falling under the relevant subjective deontic concept has normative force. 
Normativity is a matter of what there is reason to do; the balance of reasons, 
which is determined by all of the facts counting in favor or against an action, 
can weigh against a subjectively right (or subjectively obligatory) action, and 
in favor of a subjectively wrong action. As there is reason to expect that the 
facts that are or provide reasons will not always be accessible, this is not 
merely an abstract possibility, but rather something that we should expect to 
be the case quite often. 

There is also a different way of spelling out what the basic, 
fundamental, or most important sense of our deontic terms is: we could hold 
that the objective sense is conceptually basic, meaning that we can understand 
the other senses in terms of it. If we take the subjective sense of ‘wrong’ to be 
tied to blameworthiness, then, provided the picture I have sketched of the 
relation between wrongdoing and blameworthiness (in 3.2.5) is on the right 
track, the objective sense of ‘wrong’, which is tied to what we have most or 
good reason not to do, is conceptually basic. We can understand the conditions 
of ‘being blameworthy’, and thus of what it is to act ‘subjectively wrong’, in 
terms of failures to respond properly to the reasons one is aware of, or in 
terms of the reasons one takes there to be. If, on the other hand, we take the 
subjective sense of ‘obligatory’ to be tied to what we are rationally required to 
do, then, provided the picture I have sketched of the relation between what we 
have reason to do and what we are rationally required to do (in 4.2.4) is on the 
right track, we can understand the conditions under which we are rationally 
required, and thus ‘subjectively obligated’, to do a certain thing in terms of 
meeting requirements that are instrumental, both in doing what there is most 
reason to and avoiding doing what there is most reason not to do. On either 
picture, the objective sense of the deontic terms is conceptually basic. And so 
we can maintain that even if the deontic terms have different senses, there is 
ground for holding that the objective sense is the sense that is fundamental, 
and the one that matters most. 
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Finally, to return to the concerns of Chapter 2, it should be 
acknowledged that we may well not be able to use the correct principles that 
specify the conditions under which actions are morally right, wrong, or 
obligatory (in the fundamental, objective sense) when we are engaged in 
practical deliberation, for it is unlikely that we are always able to determine 
what the deontic status is of the alternatives open to us. In other words, the 
argument outlined supports taking a skeptical stance towards the demand for 
a practically useful moral theory. Be that as it may, even if our moral 
obligations are often inaccessible, we need not be wholly in the dark in our 
efforts to do what we ought to do. This is so because we might be able to 
specify a set of practically useful requirements (or ‘secondary rules’, if you 
will) that can help us, albeit imperfectly and unreliably, in acting in morally 
successful ways, and in avoiding serious moral failures. But if the arguments 
offered in the foregoing have succeeded, it would be a serious mistake to view 
these requirements either as basic or as equally important as the principles 
characterizing what we objectively ought to do, and refrain from doing. If any 
such requirements can indeed be specified, they would be of a derivative 
nature, both conceptually and normatively, and they would at best provide an 
us with an approximation of what we ought, and have most reason, to do. 
  




