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ABSTRACT
In my dissertation, I examine the relationship between moral wrongness and negative
reactive attitudes. In particular, I inquire (1) whether moral wrongness is conceptually
connected to the empirical disposition to hold certain negative reactive attitudes or the
normative status (e.g., appropriateness) of holding certain reactive attitudes, and (2) if so,
which is conceptually prior. I argue that moral wrongness is not conceptually connected
to the empirical disposition to hold certain negative reactive attitudes, but moral
wrongness is conceptually connected to the fittingness of holding certain negative
reactive attitudes towards the agent who inexcusably acts wrongly. I further argue that
wrongness is conceptually prior to the fittingness of holding certain reactive attitudes, but
not vice versa.

v

Ch. 1 Introduction
The main question this dissertation addresses is the relationship between moral
wrongness and reactive attitudes. This question can be asked in several ways: First, are
moral wrongness and reactive attitudes ever related? If they are not, why is that? If they
are, are they necessarily related or contingently related, and is moral wrongness related to
every type of reactive attitude or is it merely related to certain types of reactive attitudes
(e.g., blame, guilt)?
Second, is the concept of moral wrongness prior to the concept of reactive attitude,
or vice-versa, or are these concepts interdependent? If concept A is prior to concept B,
then we can analyze B by A without circularity, but we cannot analyze A by B without
circularity. In other words, if concept A is prior to concept B, then we must understand
concept B in terms of concept A, but not vice versa. Note that the issue of conceptual
priority is not about which concept is in fact acquired before the other concept, but which
concept is more basic or more primitive in terms of meaning. Regarding the project of
this dissertation, the question can be: If the concept of moral wrongness is prior to the
concept of reactive attitude, then does moral wrongness, at least partially, determine or
ground the empirical disposition, or the normative status of our having (or expressing)
certain reactive attitudes? Alternatively, if the concept of reactive attitude is prior to the
concept of moral wrongness, then does the normative status of our having (or expressing)
certain reactive attitudes determine moral wrongness?
The focus of this dissertation is the second sort of the questions presented above,
namely, the metaethical question about the relationship between the concept of moral
wrongness and the concept of reactive attitude. As the discussion moves on, the
1

2dissertation will focus on particular reactive attitudes such as blame, indignation,
resentment, and guilt. Thus, relevant to the approach discussed, the precise question will
become the relationship between the concepts of moral wrongness and blame, or the
relationship between the concept of moral wrongness and the concepts of resentment,
indignation, and guilt.

1. What Are Moral Wrongness and Reactive Attitude
Since my core question is the relationship between moral wrongness and reactive
attitudes, I need to explain how I understand these terms. Moral wrongness is the
violation of moral requirements. An action is morally wrong if and only if it violates at
least one moral requirement. A morally wrong action is also morally impermissible. In
contrast, a morally right action is morally permissible: it violates no moral requirement.
So, a morally right action is either morally obligatory or morally optional.
Reactive attitudes, as a first approximation, are certain kinds of emotion that we
have towards a person in response to the manner she behaves. They are roughly emotions
we naturally have when we participate in human relationships. In contrast, we hold
objective attitudes towards other people when we regard them as objects (e.g., subjects of
human research). For instance, resentment is a reactive attitude. Nicole may harbor
resentment towards her boss, Mark, because he passes her over for promotion in order to
promote his relative. Nicole’s resentment may be naturally explained by saying that Mark
treats her unfairly and she resents being treated unfairly. Besides resentment, it is
commonly accepted that gratitude, indignation, and guilt are typical reactive attitudes
(Butler, 1726; Strawson, 1962; Wallace, 1994).
2

Reactive attitudes can be negative, positive, or neutral. We normally harbor
negative reactive attitudes when we feel bad towards someone regarding her action,
intention, character, etc., while we normally harbor positive reactive attitudes when we
feel good towards someone regarding her action, intention, character, etc. For instance, if
Sue helps Brian with his project, it is natural for Brian to feel gratitude towards her
because of her help. We normally harbor neutral reactive attitudes when we feel
indifferent towards someone regarding her action, intention, character, etc. For instance,
if Lynda scratches her head in class, her professor normally has no particular feelings
(approximately disinterested) towards her regarding her action.
Unfortunately, no unique definition of reactive attitudes is commonly accepted.
Historically, reactive attitudes and similar notions have been discussed in the names of
‘sentiment,’ ‘moral sentiment,’ ‘reactive feelings,’ and ‘reactive emotion’ (Hume, 1751;
Mill, 1861; Wallace, 1994). The core idea is the emotions human beings have towards
themselves or others regarding the target person’s character trait, action, attitude,
intention, etc. A wide notion of reactive attitude simply explains the literal meanings of
‘reactive’ and ‘attitude’ and leaves it open whether any belief about (moral or nonmoral)
normative behaviors is involved. For example, P. F. Strawson (1962) essentially defines
reactive attitudes as “natural human reactions to the good or ill will or indifference of
others towards us, as displayed in their attitudes and actions.”1 In contrast, a narrow
conception of reactive attitude may regard the beliefs about normative behaviors to be
essential to reactive attitudes. For example, W. J. Wallace (1994) holds that reactive
1

Strawson, 1962, p. 195. Apart from attitudes towards others (on behalf of oneself), Strawson also talks
about attitudes towards oneself (on behalf of others) and attitudes towards others on behalf of others. He
seems to think that attitudes towards others (on behalf of oneself) are central reactive attitudes.
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attitudes are “the emotions that are constitutively linked to expectations, in the sense of
holding someone to an expectation,” where an expectation is the agent’s belief about
(normative) requirements.2 Moreover, a narrow conception may even regard the beliefs
about normative behaviors to be exclusively moral. For instance, John Rawls (1971) goes
as far as to claim that explaining moral sentiments characteristically invoke moral
concepts (e.g., the concepts of the right and the good) and associated principles.3
Since philosophers don’t agree with each other about what reactive attitudes mean,
it is natural that they don’t agree about which emotions count as reactive attitudes. Yet,
they generally agree that admiration, gratitude, resentment, indignation, guilt, and shame
are reactive attitudes (Butler, 1774; Strawson, 1962; Wallace, 1994). For this reason, I
will focus on these attitudes. More precisely, I will focus on resentment, indignation,
guilt, and blame. I will not focus on positive reactive attitudes because attitudes such as
admiration and gratitude are more complicated than negative ones: for instance, they do
not connect to our normative desires or beliefs as closely as negative ones do (more about
this is in Section 3.3). Accordingly, all the reactive attitudes I focus on are negative.
Among negative reactive attitudes, shame will not be discussed because it is a more
complicated emotion than resentment and guilt, and no authors to discuss use shame to
analyze moral wrongness. Furthermore, I will regard blame as a reactive attitude, one that
appears in the fashion of resentment, indignation, or guilt. When I discuss blame, I am
not talking about a judgment about an action, etc, but a sort of negative feelings about an

2

Wallace, 1994, p. 21, my emphasis.

3

Rawls, 1971, pp. 481-482.
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action, an agent, or an intention, etc.4 For simplicity’s sake, I assume cognitivism (the
view that moral judgments express beliefs), which enables the talk of resentment and
guilt, etc. to connect with beliefs. I will make appropriate adjustments when noncognitivism needs to be discussed.
For now, I will offer a broad definition of reactive attitude to facilitate the current
discussion, and I will examine different positions according to the particular conception
of reactive attitude the person discussed adopts. My definition is this: reactive attitudes
are the emotions an agent holds towards another agent or herself in response to what she
believes to be the manner in which the target agent exercised her agency, whereas she
regards the target agent as a fellow human being rather than a research object. Some
clarifications for my definition are called for. ‘The manner,’ first and foremost, refers the
target agent’s way (e.g., level of carefulness, used tools) in which she exercised her
agency. Moreover, ‘the manner’ refers to the target agent’s mental state (e.g., intention,
thoughts) when she exercised her agency. For instance, if Sally has a compulsive desire
to steal a book from a bookstore but manages to refrain from acting on the desire, then we
might admire her when we know the fact. As for regarding ‘the target agent as a fellow
human being rather than a research object,’ I intend to capture Strawson’s idea that
reactive attitudes merely happen among interpersonal relationship, the idea that when in
this relationship, we will regard each other as equal beings exercising agency instead of
objects to be studied in a lab. I admit that my definition is vague, but that suffices for
facilitating the discussion.
I acknowledge that the notion of blame allows several conceptions: a negative assessment of one’s
character, a kind of sanction, or an indication of the impairment of two people’s relationship. See Scanlon,
2008. I do not claim that my conception of blame is the best or the only correct one.
4

5

2. How Might Moral Wrongness and Reactive Attitudes Be Connected
Having introduced the notions of moral wrongness and reactive attitude, I will discuss
two ways in which moral wrongness may be connected with reactive attitudes. First,
there is the distinction between having a reactive attitude and expressing it. Moral
wrongness may be connected with either. Having an attitude is feeling the relevant
sentiment or emotion, while expressing an attitude is acting out the emotion in words or
the other kinds of behaviors. For example, I may judge a person who drives his car into
the sidewalk and hurts a pedestrian to be blameworthy, but I may not express blame to
anyone about the driver. In this case, I hold the blame-sentiment but I may not express
blame. My working assumption is to discuss having an attitude instead of expressing an
attitude.
Second, there is also the distinction between being appropriate to have (or
express) an attitude and having a moral obligation to have (or express) an attitude. Moral
wrongness may be connected with either. If one’s holding an attitude is appropriate, then
the attitude is fitting, given the action performed. For instance, if Boss passes Employee
over for promotion in order to promote his relative, it is appropriate for Employee to feel
resentment towards Boss regarding his action, other things being equal. We can say that
Employee’s feeling resentment is appropriate because it fits Boss’s action and intention.
In contrast, one’s having a moral obligation to hold an attitude means that morality
requires the person to hold the attitude, which may have nothing to do with the action
performed. In the case just discussed, Employee may have a moral obligation not to feel
resentful at Boss because her resentment generates horrible consequences. Hence, it can
6

be appropriate for an agent to hold an attitude towards another agent regarding an action,
while she has no moral obligation to hold that attitude. The opposite can also be true: an
agent may have a moral obligation to hold an attitude towards another agent regarding an
action because it will have very good consequences, but it is not appropriate for her to
hold that attitude. My working assumption is to discuss being appropriate to have an
attitude, not having a moral obligation to have an attitude.
Note that the phrase ‘being appropriate to have an attitude’ is ambiguous, for the
appropriateness could be regarding the real situation or the situation believed by the
reacting person. I will call the sort of appropriateness regarding the real situation
objective appropriateness and the sort of appropriateness regarding the reacting agent’s
believed situation subjective appropriateness. Suppose Agent helped Patient, other things
equal, but Perceiver mistook him to have harmed Patient and have no excuse. Then it is
subjectively appropriate for Perceiver to feel the blame-sentiment towards Agent
regarding his action, but it is not objectively appropriate for Perceiver to feel so. My
working assumption is to discuss being objectively appropriate to have an attitude, not
being subjectively appropriate to have an attitude.

3. Philosophical Significance
The question about the conceptual relationship between moral wrongness and reactive
attitudes matters for several reasons. First, this question is relevant to the debate on moral
responsibility. Ever since Strawson drew philosophers’ attention to the role of reactive
attitudes, these attitudes have been deemed important regarding theoretical questions
such as when we are morally responsible for our actions. Since moral wrongness
7

obviously connects to what we are morally required to do and thus connects to what we
are morally responsible for (in the sense of accountability), it is important to have an
account about the conceptual relationship between moral wrongness and reactive
attitudes. Moreover, since moral wrongness is connected with important notions such as
moral permissibility and moral obligation, we can gain more knowledge about these
notions if we know more about moral wrongness.
Second, answering this question may shed some light on understanding emotions
and moral assessments. On the one hand, emotions cover non-cognitive feelings,
cognitive thoughts, and dispositions to act. Since reactive attitudes are a sort of emotions,
understanding how such attitudes connect to moral wrongness may help understand what
emotions are. On the other hand, some think that moral rightness/wrongness is
disconnected from praise/blame. If so, it seems natural to infer that moral wrongness is
disconnected from reactive attitudes (since praise and blame, widely speaking, are
reactive attitudes). Yet no common opinions have reached on this matter. Hence,
studying the relationship between moral wrongness and reactive attitudes is helpful.

4. The Features of Reactive Attitudes
4.1 In What Sense Are Reactive Attitudes Reactive
Before I sketch the main positions, I shall further clarify the notion of reactive attitude.
The first purpose of this section is to fully introduce a contrasting notion with reactive
attitudes: objective attitudes. The second purpose is to explain the controversy over
whether reactive attitudes are moral (i.e., connect with moral desires or beliefs),
normative but not necessarily moral, or neither.
8

As Strawson (1962) points out, reactive attitudes contrast with objective attitudes.
Objective attitudes are the emotions characteristic of reactions to objects. For example,
when a physicist studies a newly found object, she does not regard the object as an agent
or form any human (or, agential) relationship with it, but she takes an objective stance
towards it. Similarly, a mother may take a detached stance towards her 5-year-old son
when she educates him. She normally feels excited or frustrated because of his son’s
response, and the excitement and frustration of this kind are objective attitudes. In
Strawson’s words, adopting objective attitudes essentially is “a consequence of our
viewing the agent as incapacitated in some or all respects for ordinary interpersonal
relationships.”5 We can roughly understand what he calls ‘ordinary interpersonal
relationships’ as relationships formed by agents who exercise agency. Accordingly,
people have objective attitudes towards others when they perceive the target person either
not as a fellow human at all, or as an agent that did not exercise her agency. Thus,
professionals like therapists and special education teachers may adopt objective attitudes
towards their target people when they work. Objective attitudes are also held when the
target agent is not autonomous (e.g., being manipulated), does not possess the relevant
knowledge, or does not act voluntarily (e.g., being coerced).
In contrast with objective attitudes, reactive attitudes are taken when the reacting
agent regards the target person as a fellow human who exercises her agency. For example,
Nicole feels resentful at her boss, Mark, for passing her over for promotion because she
5

Strawson, 1962, p.198. In order to illuminate the contrast between objective and reactive attitudes, he
seems to postulate that objective attitudes are held against certain agents for a relatively long time because
those agents are incapable of being autonomous (e.g., being a schizophrenia). I will interpret objective
attitudes more widely, taking them to be held against any agent that does not exercise agency (either
temporarily or permanently).
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believes that he exercised his agency in doing so. Likewise, Jay feels guilty about not
preventing a big man from raping a girl because Jay believes himself to have exercised
his agency in walking away from the raping scene.

4.2 Are All Reactive Attitudes Moral, Normative, etc.
Not all agree whether all reactive attitudes characteristically connect with moral desires
or beliefs. For example, Wallace (1994, p. 36) argues that reactive attitudes are only
moral when they are linked to obligations for which the attitude holder is able to provide
moral justifications, whereas Rawls (1971, p. 481) claims that all reactive attitudes are
characteristically moral because the presence of these attitudes should be explained by
moral concepts and associated principles. The crux is that a reactive attitude is
characteristically moral if and only if explaining its characteristic presence must appeal to
moral concepts or moral principles. I will not take a stance on this matter, since I want to
accommodate different conceptions of reactive attitude.
Even if not all reactive attitudes are moral, they might still be normative. Many
(e.g., Wallace, 1994; Darwall, 2006) maintain that all reactive attitudes connect with
normative desires or beliefs. In fact, Strawson seems to agree on this matter, since he
connects reactive attitudes with expectations or demands.6 It seems truism that reactive
attitudes are normative, or at least characteristically so. Indeed, we hold reactive attitudes
because we respond to people’s actions relative to certain standards, the standards about
how people should think, act, etc. I may feel guilty about not helping a stranger because I

6

Strawson, 1962, p. 200.

10

think that I should have helped her, and you may feel indignant about not being accepted
to a prestigious graduate school because you think that you should be accepted.
However, Hume (1739-40) seems to disagree about the normativity of reactive
attitudes. According to Hume, reactive attitudes are merely particular pains or pleasures
that we naturally feel.7 No normative desires or beliefs necessarily connect with such
attitudes. This view makes sense if we see reactive attitudes as a kind of secondary
quality (e.g., color) that we perceive through our faculties, or more precisely, feelings that
are simply imposed on us by people’s behaviors. Again, I will not take a stance on
whether all reactive attitudes are (characteristically) normative in order to maintain
neutral on my understanding of reactive attitudes.
Despite my neutral position, since my project is the relationship between moral
wrongness and certain negative reactive attitudes (resentment, indignation, guilt, and
blame), I mainly explore the situations where deontic assessment is involved. This means
that only cases where right and wrong are concerned will be discussed, regardless of
whether resentment, indignation, guilt, and blame can be held in non-moral cases.

5. Main Positions
My core question is: What is the relationship between the concept of moral wrongness
and particular reactive attitudes? More precisely, the question becomes: What is the
relationship between the concept of moral wrongness and the concepts of blame,
resentment, guilt, indignation, etc.? Recall that I will focus on negative reactive attitudes

7

Hume, 1739-40, 3.1.2.3.
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and I regard blame, resentment, guilt, and indignation as the main paradigms. In this
section, I will introduce the main positions that I shall examine.
We can develop two main approaches to the question, depending upon their
answers to the following question: Is moral wrongness conceptually connected with the
empirical disposition or the normative status (appropriateness, permissibility, or
obligation) of our having (or expressing) negative reactive attitudes such as blame,
resentment, indignation, and guilt? If one’s answer is the empirical disposition, then then
I will call the approach the Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach. If one’s answer is the
normative status, then I will call the approach the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude
Approach. If one answers the first question negatively but the second question
affirmatively, then I will call the view Reactive Attitude View. In the remainder of this
chapter, I will sketch these approaches.

5.1 The Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach
The Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach claims that moral wrongness is conceptually
connected to our empirical disposition to have (or express) core negative reactive
attitudes (i.e., blame, resentment, indignation, and guilt) (Hume, 1739-40, 1751;
Strawson, 1962?)
This approach is often held by moral naturalists such as Humeans. These people
believe that morality is as natural as science such that we can discover connections
between morality and the natural phenomena. Along this vein, since it is an empirical
matter to have the disposition to feel the blame-sentiment when we react to people’s

12

wrongful actions, it might just as well that such disposition is connected to the concept of
moral wrongness.

5.2 The Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach
The Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach claims that moral wrongness is
conceptually connected to the normative status (appropriateness, moral permissibility,
etc.) of our having/expressing core negative reactive attitudes (i.e., blame, resentment,
indignation, and guilt) (Mill, 1861; Gibbard, 1990; Darwall, 2006; Skorupski, 2010a,
2010b).
This approach is attractive if one thinks that the normativity of morality is
unlikely to be an empirical matter. Thus, although proponents of the Non-Naturalist
Reactive Attitude Approach find the practice of having/expressing reactive attitudes
important, they hold that merely the normative status of this practice is connected to the
concept of moral wrongness.
Among proponents of the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach, three
views are available. The first view holds that moral wrongness is conceptually prior to
the normative status of our having/expressing core negative reactive attitudes, but not
vice versa. I call this view the Standard View. The second view holds that the normative
status of our having/expressing core negative reactive attitudes is conceptually prior to
moral wrongness, but not vice versa. I call this view the Reactive Attitude View. The third
view holds that neither moral wrongness nor the normative status of our
having/expressing core negative reactive attitudes is conceptually prior to the other. I call
this view the Independence View. Let me briefly explain them.
13

The Standard View
The Standard View claims that moral wrongness is conceptually prior to the normative
status of our having/expressing core reactive attitudes (i.e., blame, resentment,
indignation, and guilt), but not vice versa (Rawls, 1971; arguably Ross, 1930, 1939;
arguably Kant, 1785, 1788).
Holders of the Standard View find the notion of moral wrongness intelligible
without any appeal to empirical experiences. They hold that agents normally have the
capacity to understand the abstract ideas of moral requirements, moral permissibility, and
moral obligation, etc. Thus, the appropriateness, permissibility, or obligation of having
(or expressing) reactive attitudes is not required to understand moral wrongness.
Furthermore, they maintain that the essence of reactive attitudes is not merely emotions
in human interactions, but also the connection with moral demands or moral requirements.
Hence, the appropriateness, permissibility, or obligation of having (or expressing)
reactive attitudes is at least partially determined by moral wrongness. For example, John
Rawls (1971) holds that when we explain our experience of having reactive attitudes, we
necessarily have to invoke the concept of right and wrong.

The Reactive Attitude View
The Reactive Attitude View claims the normative status of having (or expressing) core
negative reactive attitudes (i.e., blame, resentment, indignation, and guilt) is conceptually
prior to moral wrongness, but not vice versa (Mill, 1861; Rawls, 1971; Gibbard, 1990;
Darwall, 2006; Skorupski, 2010a, 2010b).
14

If the Standard View adopts a top-down approach, then the Reactive Attitude
View takes a bottom-up approach. This is because the former regards important moral
categories as more basic than sundry empirical experiences, while the latter regards
natural human practices as more basic than abstract moral categories. Proponents of the
Reactive Attitude View believe that the notion of moral wrongness is very abstract and
mysterious, so it is hard to figure out what one morally should or should not do. Yet, the
notions of blame, resentment, etc. are concrete and familiar, since we naturally generate
various and numerous emotions towards others and ourselves when we interact with
people in our everyday life. Along this vein, they claim that we can make sense of moral
wrongness by the normative status of our having (or expressing) reactive attitudes. For
example, Skorupski (2010a, 2010b) defines moral wrongness in terms of the
appropriateness of the sentiment of blame (namely, blameworthiness). In particular, he
takes the following claim to be the definition of wrongness: “[i]t is morally wrong for x to
ɑ if and only if, were x to ɑ from the beliefs that are warranted in x’s epistemic state, then
either x would be blameworthy for ɑ-ing or extenuating circumstances would apply to x’s
ɑ-ing.”8

The Independence View
The Independence View claims that neither moral wrongness nor the normative status of
our having (or expressing) core negative reactive attitudes (i.e., blame, resentment,
indignation, and guilt) is conceptually prior to the other.

8

Skorupski, 2010b, p.292.
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Two thoughts might motivate the Independence View. First, if one is skeptical of
whether conceptual priority exists, and one take the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude
Approach, then one is inclined to take the Independence View. Second, if one believes
that we can grasp the concept of moral wrongness independently of the concept of the
normative status of having or expressing core negative reactive attitudes, then one will
reject the Reactive Attitude View. If one further believes that we can grasp the concept of
such normative status independently of the concept of moral wrongness, then one will
reject the Standard View. As a result, one will accept the Independence View.

6. Conclusion
My question is about the relationship between the concept of moral wrongness and the
concepts of blame, resentment, indignation, and guilt. Reactive attitudes are the emotions
an agent holds towards another agent or herself in response to what she believes to be the
manner that the target agent exercised agency, whereas she regards the target agent as a
fellow human being rather than a research object. They contrast with objective attitudes
in that their holders believe the target agent to have exercised agency regarding the
relevant action while holders of objective attitudes do not believe so. I will examine two
approaches to the problem about the conceptual relationship between moral permissibility
and core reactive attitudes: the Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach and the NonNaturalist Reactive Attitude Approach. For proponents of the Non-Naturalist Reactive
Attitude Approach, they can take the Standard View, Reactive Attitude View, or the
Independence View. With a basic understanding of these approaches and positions, I will

16

critically evaluate each. In the next chapter, I will reject the Naturalist Reactive Attitude
Approach.

17

Ch. 2 The Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach
In this chapter, I will argue against the Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach. This
approach semantically connects moral wrongness with the empirical disposition to
hold/express core negative reactive attitudes (i.e., blame, resentment, indignation, and
guilt).9
This chapter will proceed as follows. First, I will present the Naturalist Reactive
Attitude Approach. Second, I will motivate this approach. Third, I will show that this
approach fails by arguing that there exist no semantic connection between moral
wrongness and the empirical disposition to hold/express core negative reactive attitudes.

1. The Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach
The core idea of the Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach is that, given certain
conditions, our empirical disposition to hold/express negative reactive attitudes is always
connected with an agent’s action being morally wrong. It makes sense when we think of
paradigmatic cases. For example, we normally feel resentful towards an agent if we know
that she murders our parent. Theorists endorsing the Naturalist Reactive Attitude
Approach believe that, once we spell out the relevant conditions, most reacting people’s
negative reactive attitudes always connect with a target agent’s action being morally
wrong. Hence, these theorists all endorse the naturalistic reactive attitude thesis:

9

In principle, this approach can take up three different views: (1) moral wrongness is, at least in part,
defined by such empirical disposition (2) such empirical disposition is, at least in part, defined by moral
wrongness, and (3) neither moral wrongness nor the empirical disposition can be defined in terms of the
other, although they are conceptually connected. Yet, since the empirical disposition to hold/express a
reactive attitude is a psychological matter, (2) is implausible and I rule it out.
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Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis: It is morally wrong for an agent, S, to perform an
action, A, if and only if almost all reacting people under certain conditions, C, would feel
(or express) the blame-sentiment towards S regarding S’s performing A, if they believed
that S had no excuse.

What I mean by ‘reacting people’ are people who are capable of reacting to others and
assessing the deontic status of actions. They need not be morally responsible agents, who
are capable of bearing moral responsibilities. For example, a seriously depressed person
may not be a morally responsible agent due to her abnormal mental state, but she can be a
reacting person in that she has the capacity of assessing actions and reacting to others.
As I stated in Chapter 1, I focus on feeling or having reactive attitudes instead of
expressing reactive attitudes. This is because the disposition to feel resentful, indignant,
etc. is mostly backward-looking, dependent upon the target agent’s past behaviors. In
contrast, the disposition to express resentment, indignation, etc. is partly forward-looking,
dependent upon the circumstances and impacts of the expression. For example, our
disposition to feel resentful towards an agent who treated us unfairly mostly depends
upon what she did to us, whereas our disposition to express resentment towards such
agent depends not only on what she did, but also on the consequences of our expression,
our and her well-being, the etiquette, etc. Moral wrongness is supposed to be a property
of behaviors (in our context, the target agent’s past behaviors), rather than a property of
behaviors, the likely consequences of people’s reactions, and etiquette, etc. Hence, it is
more plausible to appeal to the backward-looking explanation, i.e., the disposition to have
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reactive attitudes, than the forward-looking explanation.10 Hence, in the remainder of this
chapter, I will only discuss the version of the Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis that
holds that the empirical disposition to have reactive attitudes is independent of the
wrongness of an action without excuse.
David Hume (1739-40) is a prominent theorist of the Naturalist Reactive Attitude
Approach. More precisely, Hume believes that moral wrongness is defined, at least in
part, in terms of the empirical disposition to have reactive attitudes. To begin with, he
believes that moral reactive attitudes or moral sentiments are very natural for us: “These
sentiments are so rooted in our constitution and temper, that without entirely confounding
the human mind by disease or madness, ‘tis impossible to extirpate and destroy them.”11
Furthermore, he holds that we understand morality from feelings instead of reason:
“Morality…is more properly felt than judg’d of.”12 In particular, he maintains that we
understand morality only through the reactive attitudes we have when we ignore our selfinterests: “’Tis only when a character is consider’d in general, without reference to our
particular interest, that it causes such a feeling or sentiment, as denominates it morally
good or evil.”13
Two clarifications are necessary. First, to say that moral wrongness is a property of an agent’s past action
does not mean that the content of moral wrongness is solely in the past. This is because a consequentialist
can agree that moral wrongness is property of a past action but maintain that its content is whether the
action generates the best consequences, which stretches to the future.
10

Second, to say that moral wrongness is a property of an agent’s past action does not imply that moral
wrongness cannot function in a forward-looking explanation. We might avoid performing an action
because it is likely to be wrong, while wrongness remain as a property of the action only.
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P. F. Strawson (1962) probably adopts the Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach.
To start with, he emphasizes that having reactive attitudes towards ourselves or each
other is natural for human beings to the extent that we cannot suspend them altogether:
“[W]e cannot, as we are, seriously envisage ourselves adopting a thoroughgoing
objectivity of attitude to others as a result of theoretical conviction of the truth of
determinism…”14 Second, he holds that reactive attitudes are “essential elements in the
concepts of moral condemnation and moral responsibility.”15 Although his analysis of
moral responsibility is not entirely clear, it seems that he finds the disposition of having
reactive attitudes to be a part of the concept of moral responsibility. Given the conceptual
connection between moral responsibility and moral wrongness, Strawson seems to accept
that our empirical disposition to have reactive attitudes is connected to the concept of
moral wrongness.
R. Jay Wallace (1994), on one construal, adopts a variant of the Naturalist
Reactive Attitude Approach. When he addresses the problem of moral responsibility (i.e.,
what moral responsibility requires), he defines the practice of holding people morally
responsible in terms of reactive attitudes. In particular, he argues that for us to hold an
agent morally responsible is to hold her “to an expectation (or demand),” whereas to hold
an agent to such expectations is “to be susceptible to the reactive emotions [i.e.,
resentment, indignation, and guilt] in the case that the expectation is breached, or to
believe that the reactive emotions would be appropriate in that case.”16 Moreover, he
14
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holds that moral wrongness is conceptually connected with this practice because “the
notions of moral obligation, moral right, and moral wrong…form the nexus of concepts
in which responsibility would seem to belong.”17 Accordingly, Wallace appears to hold
that moral wrongness is connected either with our disposition to feel resentment,
indignation, and guilt or connected with our belief that such attitudes are appropriate.

2. Motivations for the Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach
Moral naturalists, who believe that moral facts and properties are natural, are inclined to
take the Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach is attractive for moral naturalists. These
theorists hold that the objects of morality is as natural as the objects of science are. If so,
then it is not surprising to construe moral phenomena as natural phenomena. More
specifically, an action being wrong might just as well be our disposition to hold core
negative reactive attitudes towards the agent.
A moral naturalist may be drawn to the Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach
because reactive attitudes are very natural to us when we react to people’s actions. In
particular, we comprehend morality through our experiences. Having reactive attitudes is
just the sort of experiences we have when we judge an action to be morally right or
wrong. The notions of resentment, guilt, etc. are familiar and easy to grasp, and we are
born to have them. It seems a truism when Hume says, “The mind of man is so formed by
nature that, upon the appearance of certain characters, dispositions, and actions, it
immediately feels the sentiment of approbation or blame; nor are there any emotions
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Wallace, 1994, pp. 51-52.
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more essential to its frame and constitution.”18 If having reactive attitudes is all we
experience when we judge an action right or wrong, then the notions of right and wrong
might turn out to be grounded by the notion of reactive attitude.
If morality is indeed naturalist, it may seem that wrongness is equivalent to
having reactive attitudes, and hence that we have good reasons to accept the Naturalistic
Reactive Attitude Thesis. However, I will argue that this thesis is false even if moral
naturalism is true.

3. Problems of the Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach
3.1 General Reasons against Moral Naturalism
Before I argue against the Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis, I would like to
comments on moral naturalism in general. First, it is quite controversial whether morality
is naturalist, since a number of theorists have argued that moral rightness or wrongness is
a non-natural property and has no naturalist definition. For instance, C. D. Broad (1928)
claims that rightness cannot be defined in terms of natural terms (and hence not in terms
of empirical reactive attitudes) in “Analysis of Some Ethical Concepts:”

I very much doubt whether ‘rightness’ can be defined. I am almost certain that it
cannot be defined in non-ethical terms. […] At any rate, I do not know, and
cannot think of, any satisfactory definition [of rightness].19
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Broad, 1928, p. 76.
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W. D. Ross and H. A. Prichard agree with Broad that rightness has no naturalistic
definition. Prichard (1937) claims that when we attribute a moral obligation to a person,
what we attribute is sui generis, “incapable of having its nature expressed in terms of the
nature of anything else,” i.e., anything non-moral.20 Since moral obligation is
conceptually connected to moral rightness/wrongness, we can infer that he does not deem
the definition of moral rightness/wrongness to be naturalistic. In Foundations of Ethics
(1939), Ross evaluates several theories attempting to define rightness naturalistically and
concludes that they all fail. Recently, Russ Shafer-Landau, in Moral Realism (2003),
defends the non-naturalist view of morality, claiming that moral facts are distinct in kind
from natural facts.
As an argument against moral naturalism, G. E. Moore’s open question argument
(1903) remains important. Moore points out that, for any naturalistic analysis of moral
goodness, we can sensibly ask whether anything having the purported natural property is
good. For example, for a proposal that moral goodness is being desired by a person, it is
an open question whether something being so desired is morally good. This strategy
applies to almost every moral term, since we can ask whether something is morally
right/wrong even though it satisfies a relevant naturalist description.
It must be admitted that some theorists have levelled objections to the open
question argument.21 For example, the reason why it is an open question to ask whether
something being desired by a person is morally good might not be that moral goodness is
not being so desired, but that, competent English language users do not have enough
20
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knowledge about the notion of moral goodness. I don’t regard the open question
argument to be a decisive argument against moral naturalism. Nevertheless, it creates a
burden for moral naturalists to justify their position.
Second, even for moral naturalists, many of them do not, at least explicitly,
advocate moral wrongness in terms of the empirical disposition to hold core negative
reactive attitudes.
For instance, Nicholas Sturgeon (1985) suggests that naturalism does not require a
reductive naturalistic definition for a moral term. He thinks that it is compatible for a
naturalist to hold that (i) moral facts are nothing but natural facts, and (ii) there is no
reductive naturalistic definition for a moral expression.
Siding with Sturgeon, Boyd (1988) is optimistic in an adequate naturalistic
definition of a moral term. Drawing on scientific realism (i.e., the view that scientific
theories describe real phenomena that are largely independent of theorizing), he proposes
that moral goodness could be a cluster of human goods that are homeostatically grouped.
Along this line, he suggests that “[m]oral goodness is defined by this cluster of goods and
the homeostatic mechanisms which unify them.”22 It is coherent for him to think that
moral wrongness is also defined by a cluster of morally wrong actions.
Unlike Sturgeon and Boyd, Peter Railton (1986) offers a specific account of
moral realism. According to him, the notion of moral rightness is “an idealization of the
notion of social rationality by considering what would be rationally approved of were the
interests of all potentially affected individuals counted equally under circumstances of
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full and vivid information.”23 If approval is regarded to involve all positive reactive
attitudes, then Railton basically defines moral rightness in terms of all the affected
individuals’ disposition to hold positive reactive attitudes under full information. It
follows that moral wrongness is basically the absence of such disposition, if there is no
moral indeterminacy.
As we have seen, there is some reason to reject moral naturalism, and many moral
naturalists do not openly advocate the Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach. Although
these considerations do not show the approach to fail, but they take away considerable
motivations for the approach. In the next subsection, I will directly argue that the
Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis is false.

3.2 Problems of the Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis
According to the Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis, it is morally wrong for an agent, S,
to perform an action, A, if and only if almost all reacting people under certain conditions,
C, would feel (or express) the blame-sentiment towards S regarding S’s performing A, if
they believed that S had no excuse for performing A. There is a constraint on C: the
relevant description of C is not perfectly ideal. The constraint is necessary because
theorists want to discover the empirical conditions for real people to satisfy the thesis,
rather than confirm that the thesis holds under ideal conditions for hypothetical people.
The former, as an empirical discovery, will prove the Naturalistic Equivalence Thesis and
lend support to the Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach, for it enables us to learn the
purported connection between moral wrongness and natural facts. The latter, in contrast,
23
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is trivial to the truth of the thesis and make the Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach
collapse into the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach. This is because, under
perfectly ideal conditions, it is normative for all reacting people to have the blamesentiment towards an agent who excusably acts wrongly, if these people believe that she
has no excuse. In other words, under perfectly ideal conditions, what connects with moral
wrongness is no longer the empirical disposition to have core negative reactive attitudes,
but the normative status of having such attitudes.24 In the following, I will show that no
satisfying description of C will satisfy this constraint.
Let us explore of which C should consist. First, almost all the reacting people
should have the empirical disposition to blame wrongdoers. If a reacting person can
recognize a morally wrong action but feels indifferent or even favorable towards the
wrongdoer, then her disposition to have negative reactive attitudes does not help indicate
whether the relevant action is morally wrong. Hume correctly notices that we normally
meet this requirement because we are generally sympathetic to others.25 For example,
when we watch a movie in a theater, we normally feel resentful towards those who
deliberately mistreat the main character. However, in the meantime, we have the
disposition to be more sympathetic to ourselves and people close to us, and less
sympathetic to those who are distant from us. Thus, we have to make sure that such
disposition does not get in the way when we react to people’s actions, which makes the
next requirement essential.
24

This is a variant of the Euthyphro problem: do almost all the reacting people have the blame-sentiment
towards the agent in question because they are under the perfectly ideal conditions, or are the conditions
perfectly ideal because these people should have the blame-sentiment?
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Second, almost all the reacting people should be impartial in reacting to people’s
actions. That is, regardless of the relations between a reacting person, S1, and a target
agent, S2, S1 should almost always blame S2 so long as S2 acts wrongly and S1 believes S2
to have no excuse. Being aware of our natural biases, Hume requires us to neglect the
differences between our interests and the interests of those who are remote from us when
we react.26 This requirement prevents us from unfairly favoring ourselves and our close
ones and thus helps reduce the number of cases where reacting people have different
reactive attitudes towards the same agent regarding the same action.
Third, almost all the reacting people should have the ability to recognize excusing
conditions. For example, a reacting person should believe that an agent has excuses if that
agent steals money under coercion.
Last, we have to impose some procedural constraints on the reacting people. For
example, all the reacting people should have enough time to get the information about the
action being reacted to, should not be influenced by any emotional distress, should not be
in a rush to react to the relevant action, etc. These constraints serve to ensure that a
reacting person does not feel any reactive attitude she does not have a disposition to have
when she reacts in character.
When we put all these requirements together—the disposition to blame
wrongdoers, being impartial, being capable of recognizing excusing conditions, and
procedural constraints—it seems that we have successfully filled out the conditions that
satisfy the Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis, the conditions under which almost all
reacting people would feel the blame-sentiment towards those who act wrongly when the
26
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reacting people believe the target agents to have no excuse. However, I shall argue that
the requirements we have so far are not sufficient to render the thesis true.
Think about the debate on abortion, for example. This debate has been going on
for at least decades, but no unanimous judgments have been reached. Different stances
are taken regarding when a fetus becomes a person in the moral sense. Some believe that
a fetus is a person at conception because of their religious beliefs, and some believe that a
fetus is a person when the fetus is sentient because of their deep beliefs about valuable
lives, while others go as far as to regard a fetus as a person when the fetus is conscious.
This fundamental disagreement about the point at which a fetus becomes a person causes
people to react very differently towards a woman who has an abortion. If Humeans prefer
the talk of feelings instead of beliefs, we can say that some are more sympathetic to the
fetus while others are more sympathetic to the mother. Facing the divergent reactive
attitudes, we can discount the reacting people who are not sympathetic to others, react
rashly, or are partial, etc. However, among the remaining people, disagreement in
judgment and reactive attitudes persist. The reason is that although people hold
drastically different moral beliefs, there are no reliable ways to determine which beliefs
are correct. For example, we have intuitions, coherence, etc. as rules of thumbs, but they
cannot generate relatively indisputable results as scientific methods do. Hence, there is no
guarantee that most of the reacting people after screening will have the same reactive
attitude towards the same woman who has an abortion.
Perhaps morality is indeterminate in some cases, some might think. If so, then
divergence in reacting people’s reactive attitudes might correctly reflect the cases where
the deontic status of an action is indeterminate. I agree that morality might be
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indeterminate sometimes, but the number of cases where people react differently far
outnumbers the possible cases where morality might be indeterminate. For example, if a
fetus becomes a person at certain point, P, then abortion is morally indeterminate only
when a fetus is approaching P, other things being equal. But we can reasonably believe
that the cases where rational and impartial people react differently are much wider than
cases where a fetus is approaching P. Hence, the appeal to moral indeterminacy does not
help.
We can look at the problem in another way. It is a contingent matter of how many
people hold particular religious beliefs. Suppose Christianity is the dominant religion,
Christians typically are against same-sex marriage, and most of non-Christians are also
against same-sex marriage. It follows that most of the reacting people (after screening)
will feel the blame-sentiment towards same-sex couples, other things being equal. If the
Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis holds in this case, then it implies that same-sex
marriage is morally wrong. However, as the number of Christians change and more nonChristians start to approve of same-sex marriage, most of the reacting people might not
feel the blame-sentiment towards same-sex couples, other things being equal. If the
Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis still holds, it implies that same-sex marriage is
morally right. Hence, it becomes a contingent matter whether same-sex marriage is
morally right. But this implication is unacceptable.
Some might respond that morality is relative to the culture where the reacting
people live. If they are right, then it is not surprising that whether same-sex marriage is
morally right is contingent, for it is contingent which basic beliefs will be held by the
culture where a reacting person lives. However, if morality is indeed relative, it cannot be
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relative in such a narrow way, for it has many unacceptable implications. For example, it
implies that reacting people in two different cultures, if they are impartial, cannot
genuinely disagree about whether same-sex marriage is morally right. It also implies that
the majority impartial moral judgments in a reacting culture are always correct, never
making any progress. Because of these implications, I conclude that the move to relative
morality does not work.
Then, can we stipulate that all reacting people have a set of correct fundamental
moral beliefs? Doing so will probably solve the problem that reacting people have
different reactive attitudes towards the same agent regarding the same action, for the
same basic moral beliefs, the same disposition to be sympathetic to others, and the same
impartial instance should generate the same reactive attitudes. However, this move
violates the constraint of not making the reacting conditions perfectly ideal. The reason is
that, since philosophers, who are supposed to be experts, have vastly different
fundamental moral beliefs, it is hard for ordinary people to acquire correct fundamental
moral beliefs. We could stipulate all reacting people to possess these beliefs, but that case
is far too ideal, so ideal such that, along other requirements, it will make the Naturalistic
Reactive Attitude Thesis trivially true. Thus, there is no way in which the reacting
conditions in the thesis can be filled out in an informative way. Therefore, I conclude that
the Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis is false, which entails that the Naturalist
Reactive Attitude Approach is false.
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4. Conclusion
In this chapter, I have rejected the Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach to the
conceptual relationship between moral wrongness and reactive attitudes. According to
this approach, an action’s being morally wrong must be connected with the presence of
almost all reacting people’s core negative reactive attitudes under specified conditions. I
have argued that the idea above is false because the relevant conditions cannot be
specified in a substantive way. The failure of the Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach
gives us a reason to adopt the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach, which
connects moral wrongness and the normative status of hold negative reactive attitudes.
This is the approach I will defend in the next chapter.
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Ch. 3 The Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach
In this chapter, I will defend the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach. This
approach semantically connects moral wrongness with the normative status
(appropriateness, moral permissibility, etc.) of having/expressing core negative reactive
attitudes (i.e., blame, resentment, indignation, and guilt). Theorists of this approach can
take three different views: (1) the Standard View, moral wrongness is conceptually prior
to the normative status of having/expressing reactive attitudes, but not vice versa (2) the
Reactive Attitude View, which holds that by such normative status is conceptually prior
to moral wrongness, but not vice versa, and (3) the Independence View, neither moral
wrongness nor such normative status is conceptually prior to the other. I maintain that the
Standard View is correct. I will first argue for the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude
Approach in this chapter, then argue against the Reactive Attitude View and the
Independence View in the next chapter. After that, I will proceed to argue for the
Standard View.
This chapter will proceed as follows. First, I will present the Non-Naturalist
Reactive Attitude Approach. Second, I will motivate this approach. Third, I will respond
to critics of this approach.

1. The Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach
According to the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach, moral wrongness is
semantically connected to the appropriateness or permissibility of holding/expressing a
reactive attitude. Thus, presumably we can understand moral wrongness in terms of such
appropriateness, or we can understand such appropriateness in terms of moral wrongness.
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Theorists of the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach all accept the following
thesis:

Non-Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis: It is morally wrong for an agent, S, to
perform an action, A, if and only if were S to have no excuse then it would be appropriate
(permissible, or obligatory) for any reacting person to feel (or express) the blamesentiment towards S regarding S’s performing A.

The Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach is not non-naturalist in the sense
that it regards moral properties to be sui generis non-natural properties. Rather, it is nonnaturalist precisely in the sense that it takes moral wrongness and reactive attitudes to be
connected in a non-natural way. Hence, those endorsing this approach need not be moral
non-naturalists. The theorists adopting the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach
include J. S. Mill (1861), John Rawls (1971), Peter Railton (1986), Allan Gibbard (1990),
Stephen Darwall (2006), John Skorupski (2010a, 2010b), and arguably include W. D.
Ross (1930, 1939) and Immanuel Kant (1785, 1788). This approach also squares well
with some other theorists’ accounts, although they do not explicitly advocate it (e.g.,
Nicholas Sturgeon 1985; Richard Boyd, 1988; David Brink 1989; Russ Shafer-Landau,
2003; David Enoch, 2011).
Some of these theorists hold the Reactive Attitude View, the view that the
normative status of having/expressing core negative reactive attitudes is conceptually
prior to moral wrongness, but not vice versa. For example, Mill accounts for moral
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wrongness in terms of the moral obligation to express blame and punishment. He
famously says,

For the truth is, that the idea of penal sanction, which is the essence of law, enters
not only into the conception of injustice, but into that of any kind of wrong. We
do not call anything wrong unless we mean to imply that a person ought to be
punished in some way or other for doing it—if not by law, by the opinion of his
fellow creatures; if not by opinion, by the reproaches of his own conscience.27

What Mill has in mind is unclear, but the quote suggests that he understands moral
wrongness in terms of the conclusive obligation to express blame or punish the agent,
since he talks about punishment and what we ought to do to the target agent.28
More recently, Darwall proposes that moral wrongness is analyzable by
blameworthiness, the appropriateness of having the blame-sentiment: “What is morally
wrong is what is blameworthy—that is, what is warrantedly blamed, if the action is done
without adequate excuse.”29 ‘Warrant’ here roughly refers to a fitting relationship
between the action and the blame-sentiment. More precisely, Darwall holds that a
morally wrong action just is the action regarding which the agent is a fitting object of the
blame-sentiment for every member of the moral community, if the agent lacks excuses.

27

Mill, 2001, pp. 48-49.

28

Brink, D, 2008.

29

Darwall, 2010, p. 143.

35

In contrast, some theorists taking the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach
accept the Standard View, the view that the normative status of having/expressing
reactive attitudes is conceptually prior to defined by moral wrongness, but not vice versa.
For instance, Rawls states,

[I]t is a necessary feature of moral feelings, and part of what distinguishes them
from the natural attitudes, that the person’s explanation of his experience invokes
a moral concept and its associated principles. His account of his feeling makes
reference to an acknowledged right or wrong.30

Since moral feelings are reactive attitudes in Rawls’s view, he takes reactive attitudes to
presuppose rightness/wrongness. It seems to follow that holding/expressing an attitude
can be appropriate or inappropriate because there is an objective fact about whether the
target agent inexcusably performed a wrong action.
For the reasons discussed in the previous chapter, I will focus on the version of
the Non-Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis that holds the appropriateness,
(permissibility, or obligation) of having reactive attitudes is connected to the wrongness
of an action. Only the appropriateness of having reactive attitudes will be discussed,
because my interest is in exploring the plausibility of a connection between moral
wrongness and the normative status of having reactive attitudes. Since obligation is
simply permissibility plus wrongness of the negation, and permissibility is simply the
negation of wrongness, such accounts would be circular as accounts of wrongness. So, I
30
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will merely discuss the version of the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach that
holds that appropriateness of having reactive attitudes is connected to the wrongness of
an action.
We have seen that the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach is quite popular.
In the next section, I will explain why so many theorists are attracted by this approach.

2. Motivations for the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach
The Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach is attractive at least for two reasons. First,
we have seen that Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach fails partly because it has
extreme difficulty in specifying the conditions that always connect the disposition to have
the blame-sentiment with moral wrongness. Perhaps the problem with this account is not
that there is no conceptual relationship between moral wrongness and reactive attitudes,
but that the naturalist reactive attitude approach is not the right sort of approach. If so,
then the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach might be the right approach.
Second, and this is for people proposing the Reactive Attitude View only, it is
promising to explicate a relatively mysterious notion (namely, the notion of moral
wrongness) in terms of a relatively familiar notions (namely, the notion of blame,
resentment, indignation, and guilt, etc.). We are quite familiar with blame, resentment,
indignation, and guilt, etc. because we commonly see people hold or express these
attitudes. In contrast, we do not “see” moral wrongness in actions, but we believe some
actions to be morally wrong. Since morally wrong actions are often correlated with
reactive attitudes, it is plausible that some essential connection can be made between
moral wrongness and the normative status of holding (or expressing) reactive attitudes.
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I side with the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach. I would like to
directly argue for the Non-Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis, but I can find no noncircular argument to do so. This is because I think that the appropriateness of holding a
negative reactive attitude, semantically speaking, is just the wrongness of the relevant
action and the absence of excuse. Hence, in the next section, I will indirectly argue for
the thesis by showing that opposing views of the thesis are wrong.

3. Replies to Critics
A number of views are opposed to the Non-Naturalistic Reactive Attitude View. Some
opposing views might say that the appropriateness of holding a reactive attitude is
connected with the reacting person’s beliefs, for instance. For simplicity, I will talk about
blameworthiness in general, instead of the appropriateness of holding a negative reactive
attitude.
First, an opposing view is ruled out because of the sense of appropriateness I am
concerned about. Recall that I distinguish between objective and subjective
appropriateness, where objective appropriateness is the appropriateness regarding the real
situation and subjective appropriateness is the one regarding the situation believed by the
reacting person.31 Thus, if it is subjectively appropriate for Reactor to harbor resentment
towards Agent due to Reactor’s misunderstanding of Agent’s behavior, it might not be
objectively appropriate for Reactor to feel so.
Now let us examine the opposing views concerning objective appropriateness. If
the thesis is false, then the determining factors of objective appropriateness are not, or at
31
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least not exclusively, deontic status and the presence of excuse. To me, the prominent
candidates bearing upon objective appropriateness are the target agent’s beliefs, the target
agent’s intentions, the reacting person’s evidence, the consequences of the relevant action,
and all available actions.
Some might hold that whether an agent is blameworthy mainly depends upon the
agent’s mental state, either her beliefs or her intentions. Michael Zimmerman, for
example, holds that an agent’s being blameworthy depends requires her belief that she is
doing wrong.32 Thus, he believes that Huckleberry Finn is blameworthy for having freed
his slave friend Jim because Huckleberry thought of himself to be doing the wrong thing.
Zimmerman reminds us that “the agent is indeed doing wrong from his perspective even
if not in fact…”33
I agree that Huck is doing wrong from his perspective, and there is something
criticizable if an agent acts despite her belief that she is doing wrong. However, I do not
think that any reacting person is entitled to blame Huck. Because Zimmerman’s account
of blameworthiness requires a target agent to have the belief that she is acting wrongly,
he will regard an agent not to be blameworthy if she acts wrongly with the belief that she
is acting rightly, other things being equal. This is clearly false. How can a driver not be
blameworthy if she voluntarily gets drunk, drives home, while believing herself to be
acting rightly the whole time? She acts wrongly, and her beliefs about her acts do not

He seems to use ‘blameworthy’ and ‘culpable’ interchangeably. Zimmer’s full account of
blameworthiness is this: “Every chain of [blameworthiness] is such that at its origin lies an item of behavior
for which the agent is directly culpable and which the agent believed, at the time at which the behavior
occurred, to be overall morally wrong.” Zimmerman, 2006, p. 176.
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constitute any excuse for her acting wrongly, so she is blameworthy. This serves as a
counterexample to the view that the belief-based view.
Some base blameworthiness upon intentions. The thought is that an agent is not
blameworthy if she acts wrongly but acts with good intentions. For instance, assuming
consequentialism, if Helper intends to help an old lady cross the street and ends up
scaring the lady away because of his aggressive appearance, then it seems that it is
inappropriate to blame Helper even if he acts wrongly. Note that this case is supposed to
constitute a counterexample to the Non-Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis only if
consequentialism is true. If consequentialism is false, then Helper’s action may be right,
so the case will not falsify the thesis.
I agree that we assess an agent’s mental states. For example, we draw a distinction
between attempted murder and accidental murder because an agent commits attempted
murder has a guilty mind while the agent commits accidental murder does not. Yet, even
when we draw this distinction, we first make sure that the agent did wrong. In any case,
we do not punish anyone with a guilty mind but no guilty acts. At best, intentions might
serve as partial excuses for doing wrong.
In cases like the Helper, the relevant excuse is the agent’s ability to foresee the
likely consequences, not his intentions. If Helper could not have foreseen that his look
will scare away the lady he intends to help, then we can say that he has an excuse for
acting wrongly, which renders him not blameworthy. But if he has good reasons to
believe that his look is scary for elders, then even though he has good intentions, he still
has no excuses for acting wrongly. Thus, with this twist, he appears to be blameworthy.
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In other words, the fact that has good intentions simply cannot exculpate him. If I am
right, then the intention-based view does not work as an account of blameworthiness.
A third opposing view we will consider holds that whether an agent is
blameworthy depends upon the evidence available to the target agent. That is, a target
agent is blameworthy if and only if the evidence to her suggests that she is acting
wrongly. For example, Student steals a book from the library with no excuse, but her
evidence suggests that she is acting rightly (e.g., it is a valuable book that will be
destroyed soon). In this case, it seems that it is not appropriate for us to blame her
regarding the missing book.
This evidence-based view works if the target agent’s evidence is all the possible
evidence she can reasonably have. In the Student case, for instance, Student’s evidence
might function as excuses and render her not blameworthy. However, when a target
agent’s evidence suggests that she is acting rightly, there could be a few pieces of
evidence she can easily get and make her seriously doubt whether she is acting rightly.
Accordingly, she does not appear to be innocent, and hence she is blameworthy. Hence,
the evidence-based view is too narrow.
The fourth view holds that an agent is not blameworthy if she acts wrongly but
the action produces good consequences. (Such actions will not falsify the NonNaturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis for consequentialists because they will regard such
actions as morally right.) For example, suppose Husband acts wrongly in lying to Wife
without any excuse, but the lie accidentally and unexpectedly makes Wife feel happy and
she will never find out about the lie. Some might argue that Husband is not blameworthy,
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and may even be praiseworthy, for her action due to the good consequences he brought
about.
Alternatively, an agent may act rightly but the action produces bad consequences.
Some might argue that the agent should be blamed for performing the action although the
action is right. (Again, such cases are compatible with the thesis for consequentialists
because they will regard the relevant action morally wrong.) For instance, Daughter
truthfully and rightly tells her mother that her father has an affair, which results in her
parents’ divorce, which is bad for each. Some might hold that Daughter should be blamed
for telling the truth.
I maintain that good consequences do not ensure lack of blameworthiness. The
blameworthiness in question is based on the relevant action’s deontic status. In the
Husband case, if he acts wrongly, then he is blameworthy. And in the Daughter case, if
she acts rightly, then she is not blameworthy.
Nevertheless, some will question why we still feel that consequences matter for
our reactions to the agent. In any case, it seems that Husband’s making Wife happy is
relevant for how we should treat him, and Daughter’s causing her parents’ divorce is
relevant for how we should treat her.
To this question, I claim that an action’s consequences affect our reactions to the
agent because we care about the changes in our life, which changes include the changes
an agent has brought about. We naturally have attitudes towards the changes in our life,
and thus we have attitudes towards who has brought about the changes, be it us, our
friends, or strangers. Moreover, what change an agent has brought about, to some extent,
indicates the changes she may bring about in the future. So, the consequences of an
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agent’s action matter to us because they are part of the changes of our life (and the life of
the ones we care). However, just because consequences matter to us, it does not mean
that the agent at stake is praiseworthy or blameworthy regarding the action.
However, just because we have attitudes towards an agent regarding her action’s
consequences, it does not mean that we need to blend such attitudes into our reactive
attitudes towards an agent regarding her action’s deontic status. These attitudes are
distinct and we can separate them in principle. We can maintain that Husband is as
blameworthy as if he lied without making Victim happy, although we are more satisfied
with the Wife being happy than she being unhappy. Likewise, Daughter is as not
blameworthy as if she told the truth without causing her parents to divorce, although we
are more satisfied with her parents not divorcing than their divorcing.
If consequences do not matter in terms of objective appropriateness of reactive
attitudes regarding deontic status, maybe the available actions do. For instance, if an
agent acts rightly but other actions available to the agent produce much better
consequences, then it seems that the agent is to blame in some sense. Suppose it is
permissible not to donate any money to the International Red Cross. Even so, it seems
that we can reproach Billionaire for his failure to donate, just because he is one of the
ones with the best capacity to donate but still fails to do so.
In such cases, I claim, our reproach is towards the kind of person the agent
exhibits through his action instead of deontic status of the action. What makes us think
that Billionaire deserves reproach is not that the failure to donate money is purely wrong.
Rather, it is that he, as a billionaire, is not willing to spare even a cent to the people in
need. Put another way, he is a selfish person, and we think that selfishness is a morally
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flawed character. In general, we tend to reproach people with morally flawed characters
if they are morally responsible for developing their characters. Hence, this case fails to
show the Non-Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis to be false as well.
The most seemingly problematic cases for the thesis come from prohibition
dilemmas. In a prohibition dilemma, all available actions are wrong. Some might argue
that when an agent is in a prohibition dilemma, although she acts wrongly, it is not
appropriate to hold the blame-sentiment towards her regarding her action. After all, “she
has no choice,” “she has to do wrong,” etc.
I agree that it is sometimes inappropriate to blame an agent regarding her action in
a prohibition dilemma, but I argue that if blame is inappropriate, then an excuse must
exist. A familiar example is Sophie’s choice. At a Nazi concentration camp, Sophie is
forced to choose which one of her two children will live and which one will be killed. If
she chooses neither, then both will be killed. In this case, regardless of which child
Sophie saves, she makes the other get killed. As a result, she acts wrongly regardless
which child she chooses to save, for she is morally accountable for an innocent person’s
death. However, she is not blameworthy because she has an excuse, namely, she is under
severe coercion from the Nazi’s threat to kill both of her children, if she does not pick
one. In general, one has an excuse is one is under coercion. Hence, she acts wrongly and
has an excuse, and it is not appropriate to blame her, which fails to show the NonNaturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis to be false. Generally, in a prohibition dilemma, the
agent in question has to act wrongly, so there is no justification for her. Yet she may have
an excuse, for she may be under coercion, lacks or is not supposed to have the relevant
knowledge, or is not competent, etc.
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We need to note that, in prohibition dilemmas, excuses only exist when one is
forced into the dilemma. For example, if Sophie chooses to swim with her two children,
and her children are drowning, then she placed herself into a prohibition dilemma: either
to save the older child and let the younger one get killed, or to save the younger child and
let the older one get killed. In this case, Sophie has no excuse because she is responsible
for the tragedy of her prohibition dilemma.
Such cases do not show the Non-Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis false, since
the thesis claims that if an agent inexcusably acts wrongly, then she is blameworthy for
her action. Since Sophie voluntarily gets herself into a prohibition dilemma, she acts
wrongly and she has no excuse. In addition, she is blameworthy for failing to save a child.
Hence, this case is consistent with the thesis.
Thus far, I have argued that all standard objections against Non-Naturalistic
Reactive Attitude Thesis fail. Since I regard these objections to be the strongest one, I
conclude that the thesis is true.

4. Conclusion
In this chapter, I have defended the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach to the
conceptual relationship between moral wrongness and reactive attitudes. According to
this approach, an action’s being morally wrong is semantically connected with the
presence of any reacting person’s appropriate core negative reactive attitudes when she
believes the target agent to lack excuses. I have argued that the idea above is true by
arguing against the main opposing views.
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In the next chapter, I will argue that the Reactive Attitude View is false. That is, I
will argue that the normative status of holding/expressing core negative reactive attitudes
is not prior to moral wrongness.
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Ch. 4 The Reactive Attitude View
In this chapter, I will argue against the Reactive Attitude View. The Reactive Attitude
View holds that moral wrongness is defined, at least partly, by the normative status of our
having (or expressing) core negative reactive attitudes (i.e., blame, resentment,
indignation, and guilt), but not vice-versa.

1. The Reactive Attitude View
The Reactive Attitude View first appears in John Stuart Mill’s Utilitarianism (1861). It is
recently revived by Allan Gibbard (1990, 2003, 2008a, 2008b), Stephen Darwall (2006,
2010), and John Skorupski (2010a, 2010b). All these theorists maintain that moral
wrongness is defined, at least partly, by the normative status (e.g., appropriateness,
permissibility, pro tanto or conclusive moral obligation) of our having or expressing
reactive attitudes.34 Precisely, the Reactive Attitude View has this form:

Reactive Attitude View: It is morally wrong for an agent, S, to perform an action, A, if
and only if, and in virtue of the fact that, were S to have no excuse then it would be
appropriate (permissible, or obligatory) for reacting people to feel the blame-sentiment
(or express blame) towards S regarding S’s performing A.

Gibbard’s account is a bit different from Darwall’s and Skorupski’s since he is interested in the
subjective sense of moral wrongness (roughly, moral wrongness given the agent’s epistemically justified
beliefs). More on this later.
34
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In the following, I will introduce different theorist’s accounts by the normative status
they appeal to: moral obligation (either pro tanto or conclusive), moral permissibility, or
appropriateness.

1.1 Appeal to Moral Obligation or Moral Permissibility
Mill accounts for moral wrongness in terms of the moral obligation to express blame and
punishment. He famously says,

For the truth is, that the idea of penal sanction, which is the essence of law, enters
not only into the conception of injustice, but into that of any kind of wrong. We
do not call anything wrong unless we mean to imply that a person ought to be
punished in some way or other for doing it—if not by law, by the opinion of his
fellow creatures; if not by opinion, by the reproaches of his own conscience.35

There is controversy over what Mill means, but he seems to understand moral wrongness
in terms of the conclusive obligation to express blame or punish the agent, since he talks
about punishment and what we ought to do to the target agent.36 Note that what he has in
mind is moral wrongness relative to the reacting people’s epistemically justified beliefs,
since he does not consider excuse to be relevant at all. We can call this sense of moral
wrongness ‘subjective moral wrongness.’ It is distinct from the sense of moral wrongness
that is relative to all the facts, which we can call ‘objective moral wrongness.’ The sense
35

Mill, 2001, pp. 48-49.
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Brink, D., 2008.
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of moral wrongness we usually talk about is objective. In what follows, I refer to
objective moral wrongness when I don’t specify the sense of moral wrongness.
Mill’s account is problematic in several respects. First, it appeals to expressing an
attitude instead of having an attitude. As discussed in Chapter 2, it is more plausible to
appeal to having an attitude than expressing an attitude. Roughly, this is because the
disposition to have an attitude is mostly backward-looking, which matches moral
wrongness, presumably a property of past actions. In contrast, the disposition to express
an attitude is partly forward-looking, which does not match the backward-looking
character of moral wrongness.37
Second, this account appears circular because conclusive obligation (to express
blame or punish) is used to explain subjective moral wrongness. Yet a conclusive
obligation to do something conceptually entails the objective moral wrongness of not
doing it, and objective moral wrongness amounts to subjective moral wrongness when
the agent’s epistemically justified beliefs are all true. However, this account is not
circular if the utilitarian principle is introduced as a definition of conclusive obligation,
where the principle is that one has a conclusive obligation to perform an action if and
only if that action maximizes total utility. When we combine Mill’s notion of subjective
moral wrongness and the principle of utility, we can derive a non-circular notion of
subjective moral wrongness, i.e., it is subjectively morally wrong for an agent, S, to
perform an action, A, if and only if, and in virtue of the fact that, it is such that others’
blaming or punishing S for performing A maximizes total utility. This account can be
converted to the following account of objective moral wrongness: it is (objectively)
37

Detailed explanations are in Chapter 2, Section 1.
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morally wrong for an agent, S, to perform an action, A, if and only if, and in virtue of the
fact that, it is such that others’ blaming or punishing S for performing A maximizes total
utility and others’ epistemically justified beliefs are all true.
Rendered this way, Mill’s notion of wrongness is not circular anymore, but his
account ceases to be the Reactive Attitude View, for the obligation to blame is not doing
any real work. Furthermore, this account generates problematic cases. In particular, a
utility-maximizing action is morally right according to utilitarianism, but on Mill’s
account, it is morally wrong when others’ blaming or punishing the agent for performing
it maximizes total utility and others’ epistemically justified beliefs are all true. An action
cannot be both morally right and wrong. Hence, it does not seem to help when we insert
the utilitarian principle to Mill’s original account.
Admittedly, the problem of problematic cases will disappear if we apply the
utilitarian principle to the action of blaming or punishing only. Accordingly, Mill’s view
has two levels. At the first level, the moral wrongness of the action of blaming or
punishing is defined by whether the action maximizes total utility given the reacting
people’s epistemically justified beliefs are all true. At the second level, the moral
wrongness of any action other than blaming and punishing is defined by whether it is
morally wrong to blame or punish the agent for performing the action. However, this
approach does not solve the problem of abandoning the Reactive Attitude View, since the
obligation to blame or punish does not play any real explanatory role for the notion of
wrongness any more.
In a nutshell, accounting for wrongness in terms of moral obligation is either
circular or internally problematic. It is circular, since wrongness is indeed connected with
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obligation. When the circularity is eliminated by offering an independent definition of
obligation, the account ceases to be a Reactive Attitude View.
Like obligation, permissibility is conceptually connected with wrongness, so the
problem of accounting for wrongness in terms of obligation simply transfers to
accounting for wrongness in terms of permissibility. Accordingly, accounting for
wrongness in terms of permissibility does not work for any Reactive Attitude View.
Moreover, it does not matter whether wrongness is explained in terms of pro tanto or
conclusive obligation/permissibility, for either is conceptually connected with wrongness.
Thus, for the advocates of the Reactive Attitude View, it is more plausible for them to
resort to the appropriateness of having reactive attitudes than the permissibility or
obligation of having reactive attitudes. Let us call the version that resort to
appropriateness ‘Fitting Attitude Theories of Wrongness.’

1.2 Appeal to Appropriateness
All Fitting Attitude Theories of Wrongness reduce moral wrongness to the
appropriateness of having reactive attitudes. ‘Appropriateness’ has no deontic conceptual
implications. Some use ‘proper,’ ‘fitting,’ ‘correct,’ etc. for the same purpose. I will use
‘appropriate’ and ‘fitting’ interchangeably.
In what follows, I will introduce Darwall’s, Skorupski’s, and Gibbard’s Fitting
Attitude Theories of Wrongness. Darwall’s and Skorupski’s accounts reduce wrongness
to a generic notion of blameworthiness, while Gibbard reduces wrongness to the
appropriateness of having specific reactive attitudes (resentment and guilt in his
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unrefined version, and anger and guilt in his refined version). That is, Darwall and
Skorupski invoke blame only, while Gibbard invokes specific negative reactive attitudes.
Darwall reduces moral wrongness to blameworthiness (the appropriateness of
having the blame-sentiment): “What is morally wrong is what is blameworthy—that is,
what is warrantedly blamed, if the action is done without adequate excuse.”38 ‘Warrant’
here roughly refers to a fitting relationship between the action and the blame-sentiment.
Put more fully, in Darwall’s view, a morally wrong action just is the action regarding
which the agent is a fitting object of blame for every member of the moral community,
provided that the agent lacks excuses.
Skorupski agrees with Darwall that moral wrongness is reduced to
blameworthiness. In particular, he claims that wrongness is non-circularly defined in
terms of blameworthiness. He takes the following claim to be the definition of wrongness:
(1) It is morally wrong for x to ɑ if and only if, were x to ɑ from the beliefs that are
warranted in x’s epistemic state then either x would be blameworthy for ɑ-ing or
extenuating circumstances would apply to x’s ɑ-ing.39

Extenuating circumstances, he explains, “remove or diminish blame that would otherwise
have been appropriate.”40 That is, extenuating circumstances are cases of excuses. That a
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Darwall, 2010, p. 143.

Skorupski, 2010b, p .292. His explains (1) in terms of (1 a): It is morally wrong for x to ɑ =Df were x to ɑ
from the beliefs that are warranted in x’s epistemic state, and without any extenuating circumstances, there
would be sufficient reason to ɓ x for ɑ-ing, p. 295. Whereas ɓ refers to “the sentiment that is (i) the
appropriate response to certain representative examples of belief and action; and that (ii) prompts a
characteristic-type of action, namely, withdrawal of recognition,” p. 295. I will discuss Skorupski’s account
more fully in Section II.2.
39
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belief is warranted in an agent’s epistemic state, for Skorupski, means that the agent is
epistemically justified in having the belief.41 Because Skorupski claims that “[m]oral
wrongness turns neither on the agent’s actual beliefs, nor on the facts, but on the beliefs
warranted in the agent’s epistemic state,”42 he is discussing subjective moral wrongness.
We can convert his account into an account of objective moral wrongness: It is morally
wrong for x to ɑ if and only if, were x to a, either x would be blameworthy for ɑ-ing or
extenuating circumstances would apply to x’s ɑ-ing.
Darwall’s and Skorupski’s accounts differ in their explanations of
blameworthiness. Darwall takes blameworthiness to imply “demands that are implicitly
addressed to their attitudes’ objects second-personally, if only in imagination.”43 What is
essential to Darwall is that there exists certain relation between the reacting person and
the target agent, which relation he dubbed “second-personal relation.” When two people
are in this relation, the reacting person could demand the target agent to perform an
action, which demand gives the target agent a normative reason to act accordingly.44 In
contrast, Skorupski explains blameworthiness as the appropriateness of blame, whereas
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Skorupski, 2010b, Ch. 5. He is an internalist about epistemic justification, that is, he thinks that whether
an agent’s belief is justified supervenes on the mental state of the agent. This position does not concern us
here.
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Darwall, 2010, p. 142, emphasis original.
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More on this in Darwall, 2006. Strictly speaking, the target agent and the agent holding the attitude could
be the same person.
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he defines blame by a purportedly characteristic action it disposes, i.e., “withdrawal of
recognition.”45
Gibbard is a non-cognitivist because he considers moral judgments to express
commitment to plans, not propositions. The problem I am interested in does not bear on
the cognitivism/non-cognitivism debate, for all the possible positions can adopt either
cognitivism or non-cognitivism. Hence, I will bypass Gibbard’s non-cognitive stance
when I discuss his account. Gibbard agrees with Darwall and Skorupski that moral
wrongness is reduced to the generic notion of blameworthiness, but Gibbard does not
stop the reduction there. Rather, he picks the warrant of resentment and guilt as the
ground of moral wrongness.46 Furthermore, he explicitly distinguishes subjective and
objective moral wrongness and analyzes subjective wrongness by the warrant of
resentment and guilt. In his view, an action is objectively wrong “if it is wrong in light of
all the facts, knowable and unknowable,” whereas it is subjectively wrong “if it is wrong
in light of what the agent had good reason to believe.”47
Like Skorupski, Gibbard in interested in analyzing subjective wrongness only.
Roughly, his analysis of subjective wrongness is this: an action is subjectively morally
wrong if and only if “feelings of resentment or outrage over it are warranted on the part
of impartial onlookers and feelings of guilt over it are warranted on the part of the person
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Gibbard talks about the rationality of guilt and resentment in Gibbard, 1990. He later switches to the talk
of warrant (Gibbard, 1992b, 2006c, 2008a).
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who does it.”48 We can convert this analysis into an account of objective wrongness in
this way: an action is objectively morally wrong if and only if, were both the agent and
the reacting people fully informed, both the agent’s feeling guilty for having done it is
warranted and the reacting people’s feeling resentful towards her for having done it is
warranted.49 For Gibbard, a feeling is warranted just in case we plan to feel it as an
answer to the normative question what to feel.50 Alternatively, he suggests understanding
warrant as reasons: “[t]he rational [warranted] thing to do [or to feel], we can say, is the
thing to conclude by reasoning to do [or to feel], if you are to reason on the matter at all,”
while “[t]o conclude how to reason is to plan for how to reason.”51
So far, I have rejected, versions of the Reactive Attitude View that appeal to
moral permissibility/obligation to have (or express) reactive attitudes, and to the
48

Gibbard, 2006c, p. 196.

His full account is this: [an] act is wrong if and only if it violates standards for ruling out actions, such that
if an agent in a normal frame of mind violated those standards because he was not substantially motivated
to conform to them, he would be to blame. To say that he would be to blame is to say that it would be
rational for him to feel guilty and for others to resent him,” 1990, p. 45. The difference between the full
account and the rough account is that the former requires certain psychological capacity from the agent
while the latter does not have that requirement. For the purpose of this dissertation, we can ignore the
psychological requirement and use Gibbard’s rough account for simplicity.
Gibbard later talks about moral right/wrong in terms of warranted feelings. Specifically, he said that to
think an act morally wrong roughly is “to think that the act warrants resentment on the part of others and
guilt on the part of the person who did it.” Gibbard, 2008, p. 16. See also Gibbard, 1992b. This formulation
is semantically equivalent to his earlier view in Gibbard, 1990. I will mainly talk about his view in Gibbard
(1990) for simplicity.
Gibbard (2005) proposes a definition of the objective ought in terms of the subject ought: “what one
oughtob to do is what one would ought to do if one had full information. It’s what it would be the case that
one ought to do, in the subjective sense, with full information.” Gibbard, 2005, pp. 345-346. He has a
refined version of the definition, but the rough definition suffices my need for my purpose.
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appropriateness of expressing reactive attitudes. What are left are the ones appealing to
the appropriateness of having reactive attitudes, namely, Fitting Attitude Theories of
Wrongness. I have introduced three such accounts: Darwall’s, Skorupski’s, and
Gibbard’s. In the next section, I will motivate the Reactive Attitude View in general.

2. Motivations for The Reactive Attitude View
The Reactive Attitude View is attractive for mainly two reasons. First, it seems plausible
that a relatively mysterious notion (namely, the notion of moral wrongness) is partly
grounded by relatively familiar notions (namely, the notion of blame, resentment,
indignation, and guilt, etc.). We are quite familiar with blame, resentment, indignation,
and guilt, etc. because we commonly see people hold or express these attitudes. Having
reactive attitudes is part of our daily life. In contrast, we cannot “perceive” moral
wrongness from an action in the way we perceive an action to exist. It is more plausible
to say that we believe, intuitively or not, some actions to be morally wrong. Since
morally wrong actions are often correlated with reactive attitudes, it seems plausible that
a conceptual grounding relation can be made between moral wrongness and the
normative status of holding (or expressing) reactive attitudes.
Second, fitting attitude theories of value are popular nowadays. Seeing the appeal
of such theories, we might conjecture that moral rightness/wrongness, like value, can be
analyzed by fitting attitudes. According to fitting attitude theories of value, an apple is
good because it is a fitting, apt, appropriate, or correct object of valuing for us. According
to the theory, the value of the apple is reduced to the reasons that make the apple a fitting
object of valuing for us. When we apply this reasoning to deontic concepts, we may find
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it appealing to explain moral wrongness in terms of the reasons that make an agent a
fitting object of blame, resentment, indignation, and guilt, etc. for reacting people. In fact,
Gibbard and Skorupski subscribe to both fitting attitude theories of value and fitting
attitude theories of wrongness.
Although the Reactive Attitude View sounds plausible, I will argue that it is false.
In the next section, I will point out the problems of this view.

3. Problems of The Reactive Attitude View
The Reactive Attitude View has two general problems: the wrong kind of reason problem
and circularity. In this section, I will explain these problems. Because Fitting Attitude
Theories of Wrongness are the most plausible theories for the Reactive Attitude View, I
will focus on them. Nevertheless, the wrong kind of reason problem and the circularity
problem apply to the other versions of the Reactive Attitude View.

3.1 The Wrong Kind of Reason Problem
The first problem of the Reactive Attitude View is the wrong kind of reason problem. It
is commonly accepted (Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen, 2004; Jacobson, 2011;
Schroeder, 2012) that some factors constitute reasons for holding certain reactive
attitudes, but they do not constitute the right kind of reasons for holding (i.e., the reasons
for the appropriateness of holding) these reactive attitudes. In other words, a reason for
holding an attitude need not bear on the appropriateness of holding the attitude. For
example, Customer may have a prudential reason to withhold her anger at Waiter who
was rude to her, but that reason does not bear on whether it is appropriate for her to feel
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angry at him. This is because the appropriateness of holding an attitude supervenes on the
past action alone, not future considerations. Alternatively, suppose a stranger promises to
give you ten dollars for feeling gratitude at her punching you. Because of the incentive,
you have a prudential reason to feel gratitude towards her, but that reason is not the right
kind of reason for you to feel gratitude. Hence, the underlying idea of the wrong kind of
reason problem is that certain reasons are of the wrong kind to hold an attitude, which
challenges the advocates of the Reactive Attitude View to distinguish the right kind of
reasons from the wrong kind. Put otherwise, these theorists need to clarify the nature of
the reasons that are relevant for the appropriateness of holding reactive attitudes.
Some might attempt to solve the wrong kind of reason problem by distinguishing
historic reasons from instrumental reasons. Clearly, this strategy can rule out many
prudential reasons, since incentives and well-being fall into the category of instrumental
reasons. Yet, some reasons are not clearly instrumental reasons, though they are the
wrong kind of reasons. For instance, etiquette is a reason of the wrong kind for holding
an attitude, but it is not clearly an instrumental reason for the reacting people or target
agent. More importantly, there is substantive disagreement over whether a reason is of
the right kind for holding an attitude. For instance, a moral obligation to a target agent
(e.g., obligation to one’s family, obligation to compensate) is a reason for holding an
attitude towards her, but it is unclear whether it is a reason of the right kind (one that
bears on the appropriateness of holding the attitude). Thus, since the Reactive Attitude
View builds upon the notion of fitting reactive attitude, proponents of this account have
the burden of clarifying the reasons for fitting reactive attitudes (or the right kind of
reasons for holding an attitude).
58

Numerous proposals have been put forward by fitting attitude theorists.52 Here, I
will examine three proposals only, advocated by Gibbard, Skorupski, and Darwall
respectively. I examine their proposals only because they are the fitting attitude theorists
of wrongness I discuss. Gibbard appeals to Derek Parfit’s distinction between objectgiven and state-given reasons.53 Object-given reasons are provided by the facts about the
object (in our case, the target agent of reactive attitudes) and bear on whether the object
towards whom it is fitting or proper for a reacting person to hold an attitude. In contrast,
state-given reasons are provided by the facts about the state of a reacting person having
certain reactive attitudes towards the object (i.e., the target agent) and bear on whether
the state is good. Parfit’s idea is that reasons of the right kind track whether the target
agent is a fitting object of the relevant reactive attitudes and thereby are object-given
reasons, whereas reasons of the wrong kind track whether the state of holding the
relevant reactive attitudes is good and thereby are state-given reasons. Both object- and
state-given reasons can be either intrinsic or instrumental.54
Parfit’s proposal appears powerful in paradigmatic cases of the wrong kind of
reason. For instance, in the cases where a stranger promises to give you ten dollars for
feeling gratitude at her punching you, you have a reason to feel gratitude to her. Since
this reason appears to be a reason for you to be in the state of feeling gratitude, it seems
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“Of our reasons to have some desire, some are provided by facts about this desire’s object. These reasons
we can call object-given. We can have such reasons to want something either for its own sake, or for the
sake of its effects. . . . Other reasons to want something are provided by facts, not about what we want, but
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instrumental.” Parfit, 2001, pp. 21-22, emphasis original.
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that Parfit can reasonably conclude that it is a state-given reason and thereby a wrong
kind of reason.
However, the state-/object-given distinction is not clear in the first place. For
example, not only does the stranger’s promise appear to be a state-given reason, it also
appears to be an object-given reason because it is about the stranger. Recall that both
intrinsic reasons and instrumental reasons for having an attitude towards an object count
as object-given reasons for Parfit, and the stranger’s promise is precisely an instrumental
reason to feel gratitude to her. Thus, the object-/state-given reasons distinction is blurred.
Not only does the problem of the distinction make it difficult to identify the
wrong kind of reason, it also makes it difficult to identify the right kind of reason. For
example, it is appropriate for Girl to feel regretful over leaving her loving boyfriend, Guy.
Their good relation constitutes a reason for Girl to feel regretful, and it is of the right kind
of reason. However, their good relation is both an object-given reason in the sense that it
is about Guy (an object of an attitude), and a state-given reason in the sense that it is
about whether it is fitting for Girl to be in the state of feeling remorseful. Hence, Parfit
needs a better way to distinguish the right kind of reason from the wrong kind.55
Furthermore, even if Parfit’s distinction between object-/state-given reasons is
clear, some wrong kind of reasons are not obviously state-given. For instance, if Agent
fails to act rightly because she is coerced, then she has a reason not to feel guilty. As
Jacobson (2011) points out, the fact that Agent is coerced does not explicitly refer to any
state of having an attitude, but refers to an excuse from being responsible for an action.

Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen (2004), Coleman and Sarch (2012) also critique Parfit’s distinction
to be unsatisfactory.
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Yet arguably it is a wrong kind of reason for her not to feel guilty because the fact that
she is coerced does not bear upon the object of guilt (whether such actions are of the sort
over which one should feel guilty). Rather, it bears upon the state of her feeling guilty
(whether the state of her feeling guilty is adequate).
So far, we have seen that Parfit’s attempt fails to solve the wrong kind of reason
problem. Next, let us look at Skorupski’s proposal. Skorupski attempts to solve the wrong
kind of reason problem by distinguishing “reasons to believe or feel on the one hand and
reasons to bring it about that one believes or feels on the other.”56 He claims that this
distinction is well-grounded because the former reasons are epistemic reasons (reasons to
believe) or evaluative reasons (reasons to have feelings), whereas the latter reasons are
practical reasons (reasons to act). If it is legitimate to make this distinction, then he can
tell you whether a reason is of the right kind by checking whether it is an evaluative
reason. On this proposal, the stranger’s promise to give you ten dollars is a practical
reason (a reason to bring it about that you feel gratitude to her), not an evaluative reason
(a reason for you to feel so). Hence, the promise is a wrong kind of reason.
This proposal is quite attractive since, compared to Parfit’s proposal, it better
captures the nature of the wrong kind of reason. That is, a reason is a wrong kind of
reason for having an attitude because it is not really a reason to have the attitude, but a
reason to bring about the case that one has the attitude. The problem of this proposal is
that if we have a reason to bring it about that we have an attitude, it follows that this
reason gives us a further reason to have the attitude. In particular, if the stranger’s
promise gives you a reason to bring it about that you feel gratitude, then it is coherent to
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infer that you also have a reason to feel gratitude. The reason to feel gratitude, which is
derived from a reason to bring about the attitude, may not be a good one, but it
nevertheless is a reason to have the attitude.
Anticipating my objection, Skorupski responds that it is ad hoc to distinguish
good reasons from bad reasons to have an attitude.57 He argues that distinguishing
between reasons to have an attitude from reasons to bring about an attitude equally
explains the cases as distinguishing good reasons from bad reasons for an attitude does.
He further argues that the former distinction is more natural than the latter.
I agree with Skorupski that the two distinctions are equivalent in terms of
explanatory power, for they both explain why some reasons are of the right kind while
others are not. However, I contend that the distinction between good and bad reasons to
have an attitude is preferable to the distinction between reasons to have an attitude and
reasons to bring about an attitude.
First of all, since a reason for having an attitude is roughly a consideration
counting in favor of having the attitude, it is plausible that some reasons are bad reasons
for having an attitude. It will be surprising if all reasons for having an attitude are good
ones. Second, the reason for bringing about an attitude is a particular sort of practical
reason: it presupposes a standard to determine what makes it worthwhile bringing about
an attitude. Without providing the standard, Skorupski’s proposal fares no better than
Parfit’s. Skorupski is aware of the presupposition, but complains that it does not beg the
question and claims that the burden of proof is on the opponents of the Reactive Attitude
View. This reply is unsatisfactory, for a good solution to the wrong kind of reason
57
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problem has to be complete, providing both a rationale for drawing the distinction
between the right and wrong kind of reasons and a procedure for drawing it. If all
Skorupski succeeds in doing is to draw a dubious distinction without offering rationale
for it, then his proposal does not solve the problem.58
The failure of Parfit’s and Skorupski’s proposals does not amount to the total
failure of the Reactive Attitude View. Darwall (2006) proposes a psychological test to
track the right kind of reason. In what follows, I will examine his proposal.
Darwall holds that a consideration is a reason of the wrong kind for holding a
reactive attitude if and only if it is psychologically impossible for a reacting agent to hold
the attitude after deliberating from the consideration. In particular, reason of the right
kind

must be a fact about or feature of some object, appropriate consideration of which
could provide someone’s reason for a warranted attitude of that kind towards it. It
must be something on the basis of which someone could (and appropriately would)
come to hold the attitude as a conclusion of a process of considering (deliberating
about) whether to do so.59

58

It makes sense to require the opponents of the Reactive Attitude View to do the same thing. One natural
answer is that we can draw the distinction between good and bad reasons (or right and wrong reasons) by
checking whether the reasons at stake are provided by the moral properties of the object. For example, we
shall examine whether the object is morally good or morally right.
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Hence, for Darwall, we could ask this question to know whether a reason is of the right
kind for having an attitude: “Is it psychologically possible for anyone to come to hold the
attitude after considering this reason?”
As Coleman and Sarch (2012) points out, Darwall’s test makes the
appropriateness of an attitude depend upon human psychology. This implies that the
appropriateness is not solely a matter of what the target agent has done, but the whole
spectrum of reacting people’s possible responses. This appears implausible, for a fitting
reactive attitude should only fit the target agent’s particular action in the relevant
circumstances, so reacting people’s possible responses are irrelevant.
Darwall might respond that although reacting people’s possible responses are not
conceptually relevant to fitting attitudes, they are psychologically relevant. Specifically,
it just happens that we are all psychologically constructed such that we cannot come to
have an attitude if we merely consider a wrong kind of reason to have the attitude.
This response works in some cases, since, for instance, it is not easy for you to
feel gratitude to a stranger just because she promises to give you ten dollars if you feel so.
However, Darwall underestimates our capacity to bring about an attitude. If we really
want to have an attitude, we can work on having it and might succeed in having it. In the
previous case, you might try to imagine that the stranger has done something nice to you
and make yourself believe that this really happens. It is psychologically possible for you
to succeed in coming to have the belief, and it is also psychologically possible for you to
feel gratitude to the stranger as a result. Hence, Darwall’s proposal does not work either.
We have seen that Parfit’s proposal, Skorupski’s proposal, and Darwall’s proposal
each fails to solve the wrong kind of reason problem. Although the proposals examined
64

above all fail, it does not follow that the Reactive Attitude View fails. In any case, other
proposals exist for exponents of this view to solve the wrong kind of reason problem, and
one of them might eventually turn out successful. However, given that the proposals
discussed above are leading ones, their failure seems to suggest that Reactive Attitude
View is unable to solve the problem.
The wrong kind of reason problem may turn out to be a technical problem in the
end. Even if this problem is solved, the Reactive Attitude View still faces a more serious
problem: the circularity problem.

3.2 Circularity
The Reactive Attitude View, I claim, is circular. For example, when moral wrongness is
defined in terms of fitting reactive attitudes, such attitudes need to be independent of
moral wrongness. However, the Reactive Attitude View often sneaks in the notion of
moral wrongness when it defines fitting reactive attitudes. As a result, this account is
circular.
In my view, all fitting attitude theorists of wrongness have the circularity problem,
including the contemporary versions. In general, the notion of blameworthiness
presupposes the notion of wrongness. For example, it is natural to say that “You are
blameworthy because you did something wrong,” or “You are blameworthy because you
wronged her.” These expressions suggest that wrongness underlies blameworthiness.
Accordingly, without the appeal to wrongness, blameworthiness seems difficult to spell
out. This idea makes it plausible that Fitting Attitude Theories of Wrongness are all
circular.
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The challenge of circularity to Fitting Attitude Theories of Wrongness is not new.
In fact, Broad (1928) and Ross (1939) both hold that rightness is a kind of fittingness to
the situation, but they deny that rightness can be defined in terms of fittingness. Ross
insightfully says that:

[W]e can begin to define moral rightness, because we can say it is a form of
suitability; but we cannot complete the definition, since if we ask what kind of
suitability it is we can only say that it is the kind of suitability that is rightness.60

Despite the familiarity of the circularity challenge, it is important to see why the
contemporary fitting attitude theorists are all subject to the problem. The reason is that
circularity can be avoided as long these theorists pick out a single notion that does not
presuppose moral wrongness.
Let us now examine Darwall’s, Skorupski’s, and Gibbard’s accounts respectively.
Darwall proposes that fitting reactive attitudes are defined in terms of second-personal
reasons, “a distinctive kind of (normative) reason for acting,”61 a reason made on one’s
will and purportedly given by an authority’s demand. For people to enter second-personal
relations, the kind of relation where one’s demand generates a second-personal reason for
the other to act, they have to be free and rational agents.62 In Darwall’s favorite example,
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parties, for the sake of simplicity.
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you step on my foot without any excuse, then you have a second-personal reason to
remove your foot from the top of mine because (i) I have the authority to issue a demand
to you, (ii) you are competent to understand and follow my demand, and (iii) I demand
that you remove your foot.63 When you step on my foot without any excuse, it is
appropriate for me to feel resentful towards you given what you’ve done, and the
appropriateness comes from your second-personal reason to remove your foot. In short,
Darwall takes second-personal reasons, which are grounded by second-personal relations,
to explain fitting reactive attitudes.
It may seem that Darwall’s notion of fitting reactive attitudes does not appeal to
moral wrongness, for the core about second-personal reasons is merely the competence of
the agents involved. In the case where you step on my foot, both you and I are free and
rational beings in the moral community, so we both have the authority to address each
other and the competence to acknowledge the validity of the demands each other makes.
Nothing about our competence refers back to moral wrongness. Hence, Darwall’s
account does not appear circular at a first glance.
I claim, however, that Darwall’s account is circular because, for a secondpersonal reason to hold, the corresponding demand must be valid, which entails that a
wrong has been done. For example, in the foot-stepping case, you have a second-personal
reason to remove your foot crucially because my demand that you do so is valid. Yet the
reason that my demand is valid is just that you have wronged me in stepping on my foot
without any excuse. Hence, Darwall is right that it is appropriate for me to feel resentful
towards you given what you have done, but the ultimate reason that my resentment is
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appropriate is not that you have a second-personal reason to remove your foot, nor that
we are both competent to enter second-personal relations. Rather, the reason simply is
that you have acted wrongly. Therefore, when Darwall explains fitting reactive attitudes
in terms of second-personal reasons, he implicitly brings in moral wrongness.
Darwall might reply that he does not need wrongness to explain the validity of a
demand. To say that a demand is valid, he might say, is just to say that the target agent
had no excuse in performing the relevant action.64 Thus, in the case you step on my foot,
my demand that you do not step on my foot is valid simply because you had no excuse in
doing so. In other words, you had no explanations to exculpate yourself from stepping on
my foot, which makes my demand valid.
To examine this reply, we have to understand what excuses involve in the first
place. When there is an excuse, there are conditions where an agent’s agency is
undermined: she is not informed of the relevant facts, she is not capable of making
autonomous decisions (e.g., too young, mentally sick), or her action is not voluntary (e.g.,
under duress). We examine whether these conditions exist precisely because we want to
find out whether the agent needs to be exculpated from wrongdoing. For all we know,
cases of excuses are just cases having extenuating conditions. In other words, the notion
of excuse presupposes wrongdoing, for the question of accountability for wrongdoing just
doesn’t arise in the context of right actions.
Of course, wrongdoing is relative to a set of standards about right and wrong,
which includes both moral and nonmoral standards. Thus, wrongdoing does not
necessarily refer to moral wrongdoing. Along this line, Darwall might argue that all he
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appeals to is a generic notion of wrongness, not moral wrongness in particular, and hence
his account is not circular.
The problem with this line is that it implies that every wrong is a moral wrong.
Specifically, Fitting Attitude Theories of Wrongness explain moral wrongness in terms of
blameworthiness. If Darwall explains blameworthiness in terms of generic wrongness,
then an agent would be regarded to have acted morally wrong when her action is nonmorally wrong. This is because a non-moral wrong could make an agent blameworthy
(e.g., the failure to help one’s soccer team win a friendly), and on Fitting Attitude
Theories of Wrongness the agent would have acted morally wrongly when she had not
excuse. Since it is implausible to regard every wrong as a moral wrong, this line fails.
Thus, the appeal to excuse does not avoid the problem of circularity.
Alternatively, Darwall might reply that he can appeal to reasons to explain the
validity of a demand.65 The idea is that a demand is valid if and only if there are reasons
to justify it, where the reasons may be rights, obligations, well-being, virtues,
consequences, etc. Take the foot-stepping case again. According to this line, my bodily
right to my foot justifies my demand that you remove your foot, which implies that my
demand is valid and my resentment to you is fitting. Moreover, the appeal to moral
wrong is unnecessary.
I agree that various moral reasons justify the validity of a demand. However, the
circularity problem reappears because all justifying reasons for a valid demand constitute
reasons that the target agent acts morally wrongly. For example, my bodily right to my
foot not only justifies my demand that you remove your foot, but it also constitutes the
65

Thanks to Robert Johnson for this suggestion.

69

reason that you act wrongly when you step on my foot without any excuse. It’s just a
further specification of the reason you act wrongly. In other words, it is not distinct from
the reason of moral wrongdoing, and thus the appeal to the notion of moral wrongness is
not avoided. Accordingly, Darwall can’t appeal to justifying reasons to solve the
circularity problem.
Darwall could reply in two ways. First, he might be skeptical whether moral
wrongdoing provides reasons at all. If so, he can deny that moral wrongdoing provides a
reason for a second-personal demand to be valid. This reply is not successful. One reason
is that Darwall (2010) has explicitly argued that moral wrongdoing has reason-conferring
powers. Another reason is that folk psychology suggests that moral wrongdoing provides
reasons. For example, it is natural to say that “It’s wrong to break a promise/kill a
person/… So, you shouldn’t do so.” Moreover, it is implausible that the folks are
massively mistaken.
Second, Darwall might contend that although moral wrongdoing provides reasons,
it is completely reduced to justifying reasons. This idea is that moral wrongness is
nothing above and beyond various justifying reasons, which reasons directly explain why
a demand is valid. If this is correct, then the appeal to moral wrongness is unnecessary.
This reply deserves scrutiny. First of all, moral wrongness is not merely a set of
reasons for action. For example, for a particular action, some reasons favor it, some are
against it, while others are not relevant. Whether the action is morally wrong bears upon
which reasons are relevant and how weighty these reasons are, while there are no
universal principles to answer these questions. Hence, it is not plausible that moral
wrongness is nothing but some reasons for actions.
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Second, there are many reasons for actions, so we have to distinguish the ones
concerning the validity of a demand from the rest of the reasons. This brings us back to
the wrong kind of reason problem. In light of the discussions in Section 3.1, I conclude
that this problem cannot be solved, and hence it does not help Darwall to appeal to
justifying reasons.
It might seem promising for Darwall to bite the bullet, allow that his account to be
circular, but maintain that his account is not viciously circular. In particular, he might
argue that the talk of second-personal reasons illuminates when reactive attitudes are
fitting without the direct appeal to the mysterious notion of wrongness. Perhaps in the
case you step on my foot, it is more intelligible to say that my resentment towards you is
fitting because you have a second-personal reason not to step on my foot instead of
saying that my resentment towards you is fitting because you have wronged me. The
underlying idea might be that the talk of reasons is easier to understand than the talk of
wrongness.
I cannot see why the appeal to second-personal reasons is more intelligible than
the appeal to wrongness. The notions of reason and wrongness are both abstract, and the
notion of second-personal reason involves complex relation between the target agent and
the reacting person. In contrast, the notion of wrongness might be easier to grasp.
Anyway, even if the notion of a second-personal reason is easier to grasp than that
of moral wrongness, Darwall would abandon Reactive Attitude View if he bit the bullet.
This is because one has to maintain the conceptual priority of fitting reactive attitudes to
hold that account, and explaining blameworthiness in terms of wrongness amounts to
admitting that blameworthiness is not conceptually prior to wrongness.
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Let’s now consider Skorupski’s account instead. He intends to define
blameworthiness via blame without the notion of moral wrongness. Specifically, he
defines blame by the actions it characteristically disposes, which he takes to be
“withdrawal of recognition.”66 “To withdraw, withhold, or refuse recognition,” he
explains, “is to cut off relations or refuse to enter into them, to exclude, in however
partial and temporary a way; in more extreme cases it leads to ostracism, casting out,
outlawing.”67 Moreover, the recognition blame disposes is moral recognition:
“recognition of the other as a responsible moral agent, i.e. one who possesses the
subjectivity and moral insight of a moral agent, and can be relied on, and if necessary
called on, to act on it.”68 Based on this specific notion of blame, Skorupski defines
blameworthiness as the sentiment that is both “the appropriate response to certain
representative examples of belief and action” (i.e., worthiness) and “prompts a
characteristic-type of action, namely, withdrawal of recognition” (i.e., blame).69
I claim that Skorupski’s account is incomplete. First of all, it is inaccurate to
construe blame merely as a behavior disposition. Blame is essentially dependent upon
explanatory the reason of blame. Without incorporating the reason, we can hardly
distinguish blame from contempt, for example. This is because both blame and contempt
dispose us to “cut off relations” with the target agent. According to the Oxford English
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Dictionary, the noun blame means “responsibility for a fault or wrong.”70 This definition
makes the explanatory reason of blame explicit, which suggests that the reason is central
to the meaning of blame. This is because, according to the definition, blame is not
responsibility at the abstract level, but responsibility for a fault or wrong.
It will be hasty to reject Skorupski’s account because of the incompleteness of his
account, since he does discuss how to distinguish blame from close emotions such as
horror, disgust, contempt, and disdain merely by behavioral disposition. The key, he says,
“is that the rejection to which these [i.e., horror, disgust, contempt, and disdain] dispose
does not, as does that involved in blame, inherently posit possibility of restoration of
standing.”71 In order words, blame is distinct from emotions such as horror and disgust in
that it essentially admits the possibility for the target agent to regain (moral) recognition
from other agents. The distinction seems to make sense, since we normally would stop
blaming an agent whom we believe to have rectified her wrong, while it seems less clear
whether we would normally stop feeling horrified of, or contempt for, an agent when we
saw her act differently from what she used to.
I contend that Skorupski’s strategy somewhat helps distinguish blame from horror,
but does not succeed across the board. According to him, we arguably have horror
feelings because we “treat the transgressive item [e.g., the target agent’s sin] as a
polluting impurity or uncleanness.”72 Even if we stop feeling horrified at the object, he
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continues, the feelings remain “latent and can still influence ideas of the moral.”73 What
Skorupski has in mind is Christianity’s doctrine of sin. It is plausible that when a devoted
Christian somehow stops believing in Christianity, she will still have some residual ideas
about sin, which affect her understanding of morality. However, that case does not show
that horror inherently excludes the possibility of restoration. This is because the impact of
horror is usually not as sweeping as religious horror: in many cases (e.g., horror at ghosts,
revenge), once we think that the object does not exist, or exists but is no longer horrible,
we will not feel horrified any more. Thus, the talk of the possibility of restoration does
not help distinguish blame from horror in many cases.
The distinction is more blurred when it comes to blame versus contempt. If we
hold an agent in contempt, then we think that she deserves no respect at all and perhaps
even deserves disrespect. Our thinking so in many cases is due to our impressions of or
the beliefs about the things she has said and the way she behaves, while we do not respect
people saying those things and behaving in her way. But if she behaves differently (e.g.,
wisely, intelligently) and we notice that, then after a while, as open-minded people, we
may stop holding her in contempt and start to respect her. I don’t see why contempt
excludes the possibility of restoration of standing and thereby I do not find Skorupski’s
strategy to distinguish contempt from blame convincing.
In my view, the key difference between blame and contempt, blame and horror,
etc. is that we hold these feelings for different reasons. In particular, we have the blamesentiment because we think the target agent has acted wrongly without any excuses,
while we don’t have horror feelings or hold anyone in contempt for this reason. Without
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the talk of the reasons, merely the talk of behavioral disposition does not help distinguish
blame from many other emotions.
The second problem of Skorupski’s account is that even if his notion of blame is
tenable, his notion of blameworthiness is not. This is because he still explains
blameworthiness as certain “appropriate response,” which needs unpacking. The
appropriateness of blame must depend upon reasons, since Skorupski believes that
blameworthiness “is concerned with the agent’s belief-relative reasons,” namely, the
reasons that are relative to the agent’s factual beliefs.74 In particular, he accepts the
following claim:

(2) If x’s ɑ-ing is blameworthy, then if x’s factual beliefs were true there would be reason
for x not to ɑ.75

Skorupski gives this example: if you cure a patient by administering a drug, but you
mistakenly believe the drug to be a poison and intend to poison the patient, then you are
blameworthy for what you have done.76 You are blameworthy, according to Skorupski,
“just because you believed yourself to be poisoning the patient.”77
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I argued in Chapter 3 that an agent is blameworthy if and only if she inexcusably acts wrongly. Hence, I
disagree with Skorupski’s judgment. Since what I need to show is that Skorupski’s notion of
blameworthiness presupposes moral wrongness, we can bypass the disagreement.
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Skorupski’s notion of blameworthiness presupposes the notion of moral
wrongness. To see this, we need to notice that Skorupski has not adequately explained
your purported blameworthiness in this case. The content of your belief does not
adequately explain why you seem blameworthy; rather, it being wrong to administer the
drug if your belief were true is the right explanation. Put another way, you are
blameworthy for administering the drug to the patient not just because there would be
reason for you not to do so were your belief true, but because, more precisely, it would be
wrong for you to do so were your belief true. Without the appeal to wrongness, it is
difficult to figure out why your holding a false belief while administering the drug makes
your seem blameworthy.

In virtue of the explanation Skorupski provides for the case above, I take him to hold

(2*) x’s ɑ-ing is blameworthy in virtue of the fact that were x’s factual beliefs true, there
would be reason for x not to ɑ.

We can express the meaning of (2*) by simply saying:

(2#) x’s ɑ-ing is blameworthy in virtue of the fact that were x’s factual beliefs true, it
would be wrong for x not to ɑ.
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(2#) is more precise than (2*), for there would be reason for x not to a precisely because
it would be wrong for x not to a. If I am right, then wrongness grounds or explains
blameworthiness.
Skorupski might respond in two ways. First, he might argue that (2*) and (2#) are
not semantically equivalent. A straightforward method is to argue that an action being
wrong does not provide any reason against performing the action. This line is not open to
Darwall, but it is open to Skorupski.
However, this line does not fit the way the folks talk about reasons for actions. If
the folks are wrong in thinking that wrongdoing provides reasons against actions, they
have to be massively mistaken. If so, then arguably the talk of wrongdoing seems
unnecessary and can be eliminated. But I don’t think that moral talk is meaningful in this
way. Hence, I maintain that if an action is morally wrong, then its moral wrongness
provides a reason not to perform the action.
Another way for Skorupski to argue that (2*) and (2#) are not semantically
equivalent is to claim that an action’s being wrong is not the only reason for an agent not
to perform the action, were the agent’s factual beliefs true. Perhaps an agent has a reason
not to perform an action despite the action being right because she would have exhibited
a bad character trait in performing it. Suppose Batman fails to save the people in Gotham
City because he is busy developing his business and he believes his business to be more
important than these people. Further suppose that Batman does not act wrongly in doing
so (because it is his supererogation, not moral obligation). It looks as if Batman has a
reason to save the people in Gotham City, but if his belief were true, he no longer has this
reason. Hence, this case fails to help Skorupski. We can generalize this case. In any case
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where an agent acts rightly but is criticizable for something (e.g., bad traits, bad
consequences), she either has a belief that justifies her action or she is unaware of the
critizable thing. If she has such belief, then were her belief true, her action would be
justified and thus she would have no reason to refrain from the action. If she is unaware
of the criticizable thing, then she believes herself to act rightly. And if this belief were
true, she would not have a reason to refrain from the action either. Thus, I can’t see how
(2*) and (2#) can be semantically not equivalent.
The second strategy Skorupski can use is accepting (2*) and (2#) to be
semantically equivalent but arguing that the notion of reason is more primitive than the
notion of moral wrongness. In fact, it is likely that he will adopt this strategy, since one of
his central claims in The Domain of Reasons (2010b) is that “the fundamental normative
concept is that of a reason relation” and reason is a primitive notion.78 Even if Skorupski
is right about the primitiveness of reason, accepting the semantic equivalence between
(2#) and (2*) entails that both reason and moral wrongness underlie blameworthiness.
Certainly, Skorupski might claim that reason underlies blameworthiness in a more robust
sense. Nevertheless, what we need is just that moral wrongness underlies
blameworthiness. Hence, the strategy of arguing for reason being primitive does not work.
Since neither strategies work for Skorupski, I conclude that his account of
blameworthiness is circular.
Let us now take a look at Gibbard’s account. Recall that he attempts to reduce
subjective wrongness (roughly, wrongness relevant to the agent’s epistemically justified
beliefs) to the warrant of guilt and resentment. After conversion, his account becomes: an
78
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action is objectively morally wrong if and only if, given that both the agent and the
reacting people are fully informed, both the agent’s feeling guilty for having done it is
warranted and the reacting people’s feeling resentful towards her for having done it is
warranted.
For Gibbard’s account of objective wrongness to work, he has to define the
warrant of guilt and resentment independently of objective wrongness. However, it seems
that no plausible standard of the warrant of reactive attitudes is possible without
presupposing objective wrongness. Specifically, I claim that a fully informed agent’s
feeling guilty over performing an action is warranted if and only if, and in virtue of the
fact that, her action is (objectively) morally wrong and she had no excuse. For example,
feeling guilty for Grandson over not helping Grandma with her groceries is warranted if
and only if his failure to help her is morally wrong and he had no excuse. In contrast,
whether his failure to help Grandma is morally wrong does not depend upon whether his
guilt about the failure is warranted, given that he is fully informed. Similarly, feeling
resentful for fully informed people towards an agent over her performing an action is
warranted if and only if, and in virtue of the fact that, the action is (objectively) morally
wrong and the agent had no excuse. Simply put, there is no stand-alone sense of whether
the feelings of guilt or resentment is warranted apart from the notion of (objective) moral
wrongness.
Gibbard is certainly aware of this concern. He regards warrant as a thin sense of
ought or a primitive ought. This ought is neither moral nor nonmoral; rather, it is all
things considered, “what it makes most sense to do [or to believe or feel], everything
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considered.”79 Alternatively, he explains this ought as conclusive reasons.80 In his view,
since the warrant of guilt and resentment does not presuppose objective wrongness, his
account of objective wrongness is not circular. His explanation of the primitive ought in
Reconciling Our Aims is very clear:

I am contrasting, then, oughts in general and moral oughts. Narrowly moral
questions of right and wrong I’m treating as at base questions of what moral
sentiments we ought to have and act from. Questions in the broader class of
oughts in general we call normative questions. These include questions of what a
person ought to do all things considered. They include epistemological questions
of what we ought to believe. And they include questions of how we ought to feel
about things. These, I am saying, are all, in a broad, extended sense, planning
questions; they are questions of what to do, to think, and to feel. Moral questions
are planning questions of a particular kind, questions of how to feel about things,
where the feelings in question are the moral sentiments.81

According to Gibbard, the question for Grandson is what he ought to feel, which
amounts to a plan over what feelings to have. The correct answer is guilt. And if
Grandson does not plan to feel guilty, Gibbard will propose that Grandson has to improve
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his sensibilities.82 But two questions follow from this proposal: (1) Is it intelligible to
understand the primitive ought as planning? (2) Why does Grandson need to improve his
sensibilities if he doesn’t plan to feel guilty? It seems that the real reason is that not
helping Grandma is objectively morally wrong (and he lacks full excuses).
Gibbard finds no difficulty in positively answering the first question. When
challenged by John Broome how to understand hypothetical planning, Gibbard suggests
that when we plan to feel or do something, we “just reject ruling it out by preference” in a
“hypothetical frame of mind.”83 Thus, when Grandson judges that he ought to feel guilty,
he makes the hypothetical plan to feel guilty, which is explained in terms of rejecting
ruling out preferring any alternative to the plan to feel guilty.
This explanation is not very satisfying. In the first place, as Broome points out,
the question “what ought I to feel” and the question “what shall I feel” are two distinct
questions. The answer to the one need not be the answer to the other. Furthermore, even
if the answer to both questions converge, we make a plan not merely because we prefer it
to other plans, but also because the plan is normative for us to carry out. Thus, if
Grandson plans to feel guilty, it is not merely because he prefers guilt to other feelings,
but more importantly because he ought to feel guilty. This problem is connected to the
question why Grandson has to improve his sensibilities if he doesn’t feel guilty, so I will
turn to that question now.
A natural thought is that objective moral wrongness figures in the explanation of
what sensibilities to have. If we take this line, then the primitive ought explains what plan
82
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to have, instead of the other way around. Gibbard obviously rejects this line. He worries
that anyone taking this line either can’t explain what ‘ought’ means, or “their answer
involves strange and incredible things like non-natural properties.”84 As an alternative, he
proposes that the feature of an action explains what action, belief, or feelings to have.
Specifically, when Broome challenges that we have a plan only if we believe that we
ought to carry out the plan, Gibbard replies that when we accept/reject a plan, we just
need a belief that an action has certain feature, not any belief about ought:

I reject any plan to hit my thumb with a hammer, and to do this, why would I need
to believe, even implicitly, that I ‘ought’ not to do so or that it would be a ‘bad’
thing to do? I just need the belief that it would hurt like hell, along with the
absence of any countervailing beliefs…85

Gibbard is right that sometimes we need not think about what we ought to do when we
accept a plan. However, the features of a plan bear upon whether we ought to accept it.
For example, the idea that Gibbard ought not to hit his thumb with a hammer is justified
by the idea that doing so would hurt him. He need not explicitly think about whether he
ought to perform the action, but when he thinks about the consequences of the action, he
is indirectly thinking about the deontic status of the action. Moreover, sometimes we
accept or reject a plan precisely because we believe that we ought or ought not to carry
out the plan. In other words, sometimes we perform an action just because we feel its
84
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normative force. “I have to do it.” “It’s my obligation.” These thoughts do play a role in
our daily plans. Therefore, what we ought to do/believe/feel explains what plans to have
regarding actions/beliefs/feelings.
So far, I have argued that the primitive ought explains the warrant of guilt and
resentment, but I have not established that objective moral wrongness explains that
warrant. To make the case that Gibbard’s account is circular, I have to fill the gap
between objective moral wrongness and the primitive ought. Recall that the primitive
ought is an all-things-considered ought, so it bears upon every kind of reason—epistemic,
moral, prudential, aesthetic, etc. I argue that when we face the question whether we allthings-considered ought to feel guilty or resentful towards an agent, our question
becomes whether we morally ought to feel guilty or resentful towards the agent. The
reason is that when it comes to the feelings of guilt and resentment, moral considerations
outweigh all the nonmoral ones. So when we take every consideration into account,
whether we ought to feel guilty or resentful turns into the question of whether we morally
ought to feel so. Thus, Gibbard’s account of objective moral wrongness ultimately
presupposes objective moral wrongness, which makes it circular.
Thus far, I have argued that Darwall’s, Skorupski’s, and Gibbard’s accounts of
wrongness are all subject to the circularity problem. I conclude that the Reactive Attitude
View is false because its most plausible version—Fitting Attitude Theories of
Wrongness—is subject to the wrong kind of reason problem and the circularity problem.
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4. Conclusion
In this chapter, I have argued against the Reactive Attitude View. On the Reactive
Attitude View, moral wrongness is defined, at least partly, by the normative status of our
having (or expressing) core negative reactive attitudes, but not vice-versa. I argued that
this view is false because it defines moral wrongness in terms of the wrong kind of reason
and it is circular.
In the next chapter, I will reject the Independence View and the Interdependence
View. The former view maintains that moral wrongness is not defined in terms of the
normative status of our having/expressing core negative reactive attitudes, nor is such
normative status defined in terms of moral wrongness. The latter view maintains that
moral wrongness and such normative status are defined in terms of each other.
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Ch. 5 The Interdependence View and The Independence View
In this chapter, I will argue against the Interdependence View and the Independence
View. The Interdependence View holds that moral wrongness is defined by the normative
status of our having (or expressing) core negative reactive attitudes (i.e., blame,
resentment, indignation, and guilt), and such normative status is also defined in terms of
moral wrongness. The independence View holds that neither moral wrongness is defined
in terms of such normative status, nor is such normative status defined in terms of moral
wrongness. I will first reject the Interdependence View and then reject the Independence
View.

1. Against The Interdependence View
1.1 The Interdependence View
The Interdependence View takes the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach, so it
accepts the Non-Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis. That is, it maintains that moral
wrongness is conceptually connected with the normative status of our having (or
expressing) core negative reactive attitudes (i.e., blame, resentment, indignation, and
guilt). What distinguishes the Interdependence View is the commitment that moral
wrongness and such normative status are defined, at least partly, in terms of each other.
In brief, this view maintains that the concepts of moral wrongness and such normative
status are interdependent. Formally, the Interdependence View claims the following:
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Interdependence View:
(1) It is morally wrong for an agent, S, to perform an action, A, if and only if, were S
to have no excuse, then it would be appropriate (permissible, or obligatory) for
reacting people to feel the blame-sentiment (or express blame) towards S
regarding S’s performing A.
(2) The moral wrongness of A is in virtue of the appropriateness (permissibility, or
obligation) for reacting people to feel the blame-sentiment (or express blame)
towards S regarding S’s performing A.
(3) The appropriateness (permissibility, or obligation) for reacting people to feel the
blame-sentiment (or express blame) towards S regarding S’s performing A is in
virtue of the moral wrongness of A.

Claim (1) is the Non-Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis. The Interdependence View is
distinctive from the Reactive Attitude View in proposing claims (2) and (3) together.
Because it is more plausible to discuss appropriateness than to discuss
permissibility or obligation, hereafter I will discuss appropriateness alone. In addition, it
is more plausible to discuss the appropriateness of holding reactive attitudes than to
discuss the appropriateness of expressing reactive attitudes, so I will discuss the
appropriateness of holding reactive attitudes only.
David Wiggins (1991) and, arguably, John McDowell (1985) hold the
Interdependence View. Both McDowell and Wiggins claim that the value of an object is
in virtue of the object being an appropriate object of our approbation, while the
appropriateness of our approbation is in virtue of the object’s being good. In Wiggins’
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words, “x is good if and only if x is the sort of thing that calls forth or makes appropriate
a certain sentiment of approbation given the range of propensities that we actually have
to respond in this or that way.”86 This formulation is ambiguous between the object
causing the sentiment and that meriting the sentiment. Yet we can see that he favors the
latter because he says that a good object “is such as to make a certain sentiment of
approbation appropriate.”87 While McDowell merely extends this view to some value
concepts such as the dangerous and the funny, Wiggins extends it to all value concepts
(e.g., the bad, beautiful, ugly, brave, just, disgusting, and funny) and to the deontic
concept of the right. This is because he maintains that “x is good/right/beautiful if and
only if x is such as to make a certain sentiment of approbation appropriate.”88

1.2 Motivations for the Interdependence View
Some might be attracted by the Interdependence View because they think that our
experiences with deontic concepts are analogous to our color experiences. Both
McDowell and Wiggins hold that we cannot understand the notion of red without our
experiencing an object looking red, whereas an objects looks red precisely because it is
red.89 If they are right, and deontic concepts are analogous to color concepts, then an
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action is morally wrong mainly because we have the blame-sentiment towards the agent,
and we have the sentiment mainly because the action is morally wrong. Thus, moral
wrongness and the normative status of our having/expressing core negative reactive
attitudes depends upon each other. In other words, neither moral wrongness nor that
normative status is conceptually prior to the other.

1.3 Problem of the Interdependence View
I accept claims (1) and (3), but reject claim (2). Claim (1) states that it is morally wrong
for an agent, S, to perform an action, A, if and only if, were S to have no excuse, then it
would be appropriate (permissible, or obligatory) for reacting people to feel the blamesentiment (or express blame) towards S regarding S’s performing A. Since this claim is
the Non-Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis, and I defended it in Chapter 3, I deem
claim (1) true. Claim (3) states that the appropriateness (permissibility, or obligation) for
reacting people to feel the blame-sentiment (or express blame) towards S regarding S’s
performing A is in virtue of the moral wrongness of A. I deem this claim to be true, but I
need not defend it now (I will defend it partly in Section 2.3 and fully in Chapter 6).
Rejecting claim (2) suffices to reject the Interdependence View.
Before I address claim (2), I would like to point out an internal problem of the
Interdependence View: endorsing both claims (2) and (3) amounts to a circular view. The
reason is that claim (2) explains moral wrongness in terms of the appropriateness of core
negative reactive attitudes and claim (3) explains such appropriateness in terms of moral
wrongness. Hence, when the Interdependence View upholds both claims, it is circular.
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Both McDowell and Wiggins are aware that their accounts of value are circular,
but they argue that their accounts are correct and the circularity is benign. Although they
focus on accounts of value, their points apply to accounts of moral wrongness. McDowell
claims that we have to take a no-priority view about value because values “are not brutely
there—not there independently of our sensibility—” and “there is no comprehending the
right sentiments independently of the concepts of the relevant extra features.”90 That is,
when we can neither understand value independently of our sensibility nor understand
our fitting sensibility independently of value, a circular view is the only option. Wiggins
further explains that his account is not a definition of value, but an explanation of value.
As he puts it, he “hopes to elucidate the concept of value by displaying it in its actual
involvement with the sentiments. One would not, according to [my view], have
sufficiently elucidated what value is without that detour.”91 Thus, the purpose is not
offering definitions, but offering helpful explanations. Presumably offering such
explanations allows circularity.
I don’t agree that the Interdependence View is the correct account we are left with.
I will defend the Standard View in the next chapter. More importantly, I don’t agree that
a circular explanation of moral wrongness is helpful for us to understand the concept. The
reason is that such explanation ultimately explains moral wrongness in terms of moral
wrongness, which is not informative at all. Even if this internal problem of circularity is
not serious, the Interdependence View is false because claim (2) is false.
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Claim (2) states that the moral wrongness of A is in virtue of the appropriateness
(permissibility, or obligation) for reacting people to feel the blame-sentiment (or express
blame) towards S regarding S’s performing A. This claim is central to the Reactive
Attitude View, for that view accepts that the appropriateness is conceptually prior to
moral wrongness. I rejected the Reactive Attitude View in Chapter 4. If I am right that we
cannot non-circularly explain moral wrongness in terms of the appropriateness, then
claim (2) is false. As a result, I declare that the Interdependence View is false.
I will turn to the Independence View in the next section.

2. Against The Independence View
2.1 The Independence View
Like the Interdependence View, the Independence View adopts the Non-Naturalist
Reactive Attitude Approach. What distinguishes the Independence View from the other
views taking the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude approach is that it holds that neither
moral wrongness is defined in terms of such normative status, nor is such normative
status defined in terms of moral wrongness. That is, it takes moral wrongness and that
normative status to be conceptually independent of each other. Formally, the
Independence View claims the following:

Independence View:
(1) It is morally wrong for an agent, S, to perform an action, A, if and only if, were S
to have no excuse, then it would be appropriate (permissible, or obligatory) for
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reacting people to feel the blame-sentiment (or express blame) towards S
regarding S’s performing A.
(4) The moral wrongness of A is not in virtue of the appropriateness (permissibility,
or obligation) for reacting people to feel the blame-sentiment (or express blame)
towards S regarding S’s performing A.
(5) The appropriateness (permissibility, or obligation) for reacting people to feel the
blame-sentiment (or express blame) towards S regarding S’s performing A is not
in virtue of the moral wrongness of A.

Again, claim (1) is the Non-Naturalistic Reactive Attitude Thesis. The Independence
View is distinct in proposing claims (4) and (5) together. Again, because of plausibility, I
will discuss the appropriateness of holding reactive attitudes only.
I do not know of anyone endorsing the Independence View, but it is helpful to
explore this view for the completeness of all possible views to the problem of the
conceptual relationship between moral wrongness and reactive attitudes.

2.2 Motivations for The Independence View
One might be attracted by the Independence View if one does not believe in the existence
of conceptual priority at all. On this radical view about conceptual relation, there does not
exist any concept that is necessary for explaining a particular concept, and every concept
can be understood independently of other concepts. It follows that even if two concepts
are connected, neither is prior to the other.
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Another motivation for accepting the Independence View is more modest. Those
who are so motivated believe that we can master the concepts of moral wrongness and
the appropriateness of having reactive attitudes independently and then come to realize
that these concepts are related. In particular, we can understand an action to be morally
wrong without thinking of the appropriate reactive attitude to hold as a response to the
agent. Meanwhile, we can grasp the appropriateness of having reactive attitudes without
invoking the deontic status of the relevant action.

2.3 Problem of the Independence View
Both claims (1) and (4) are true, but claim (5) is false. Recall that this claim (1) is true
because the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach is correct. Claim (4) states that
the moral wrongness of A is not in virtue of the appropriateness (permissibility, or
obligation) for reacting people to feel the blame-sentiment (or express blame) towards S
regarding S’s performing A. Since this claim is the negation of claim (2), which claim is
false, it is true.
The problem of the Independence View is claim (5), which states that the
appropriateness (permissibility, or obligation) for reacting people to feel the blamesentiment (or express blame) towards S regarding S’s performing A is not in virtue of the
moral wrongness of A. I will provide two reasons for rejecting this claim.
First, claim (5) does not fit the way we normally talk. It is natural for us to say to
another that “You deserve blame because you did the wrong thing,” “You are to blame
because you acted wrongly,” and “She is right to resent you because you hurt her badly.”
These expressions all suggest that rightness/wrongness is conceptually connected to the
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appropriateness of expressing blame, and rightness/wrongness explains why expressing
blame is appropriate. Of course, this suggestion does not imply that moral wrongness is
conceptually connected with the appropriateness of expressing the blame-sentiment, nor
does it imply that moral wrongness is conceptually connected with the appropriateness of
holding the blame-sentiment. However, it seems that we can infer the conceptual
connection between moral wrongness and the appropriateness of holding the blamesentiment in two steps.
We can first infer that moral wrongness and the appropriateness of expressing the
blame-sentiment are conceptually connected. The primary reason is that, among all the
reasons wrongness bears upon, moral reasons are especially weighty. It is reasonable to
think that moral reasons outweigh all non-moral reasons in normal cases (e.g., when
morality does not require one to make significant sacrifices). Accordingly, if an action is
wrong all-things-considered, it is morally wrong in normal cases. Hence, if wrongness
conceptually connects with the appropriateness of expressing the blame-sentiment, moral
wrongness also conceptually connects with it in normal cases.
We can further infer that moral wrongness and the appropriateness of holding the
blame-sentiment are conceptually connected. If an outward expression of a blamesentiment is appropriate in a situation, then an inward feeling of the sentiment, as a
weaker response to the action at stake, is also appropriate. The idea is that feeling a
sentiment generates milder consequences than expressing the sentiment, and the
appropriateness of expressing a sentiment involves more factors than the appropriateness
of feeling a sentiment does. If I am right, since moral wrongness and the appropriateness
of expressing the blame-sentiment are conceptually connected in normal cases, moral
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wrongness and the appropriateness of holding the blame-sentiment are also conceptually
connected in normal cases.
In a similar fashion, since expressions such as “You deserve blame because you
acted wrongly” also suggest that we understand the appropriateness of expressing the
blame-sentiment by understanding wrongness, we can infer that we understand the
appropriateness of holding the blame-sentiment by understanding moral wrongness. This
implies that the appropriateness of holding the blame-sentiment is conceptually grounded
by moral wrongness. Hence, our way of speaking implies the negation of claim (5).
The second reason for rejecting claim (5) comes from my arguments in chapters 3
and 4. In Chapter 3, I argued that the appropriateness of feeling the blame-sentiment is
not in virtue of the consequences of the action, the agent’s mental state (beliefs or
intentions), the agent’s evidence, the agent’s available actions, and the agent’s character
exhibited in performing the action, or the combination of two or more of the above. It
follows that if the appropriateness of feeling the blame-sentiment is not in virtue of moral
wrongness, it has to be in virtue of the options other than the ones I canvassed in Chapter
3. However, I do not think that there are any such options. In Chapter 4, I argued that
Fitting Attitude Theories of Wrongness all provide circular explanation of the
appropriateness of feeling the blame-sentiment. This problem indicates that moral
wrongness is necessary for understanding such appropriateness, which entails the falsity
of claim (5).
In summary, because claim (5) does not fit our way of speaking, and it is not
successful to understand the appropriateness of feeling the blame-sentiment apart from
moral wrongness, claim (5) is false.
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I am aware of some counterarguments made by the proponents of claim (5). In
particular, some defend claim (5) by arguing that rejecting it commits one to accepting
certain unacceptable implications. A purported implication is that the notion of moral
wrongness becomes mysterious.92 The idea is that we have no idea how to understand
moral wrongness without understanding blameworthiness. Another purported implication
is that we will be committed to strange things such as non-natural properties.93 The idea
is that if we insist that moral wrongness is conceptually prior to blameworthiness, then
we will have to understand moral wrongness by recognizing the property of wrongness,
and in this case the property is non-natural, which is absurd.
I will reply to these objections in Chapter 6, where I defend the Standard View.
The reason is that the Standard View is under attack for various reasons, and addressing
all the objections together is the main task of Chapter 6. For now, please allow me to
postpone my replies to the proponents of claim (5). So far, I have rejected claim (5)
mainly because my arguments in chapters 3 and 4. Hence, I claim that the Independence
View is false.

3. Conclusion
In this chapter, I have argued against the Interdependence View and the Independence
View. According to the Interdependence View, moral wrongness is defined in terms of
the normative status of our having (or expressing) core negative reactive attitudes, and
such normative status is also defined in terms of moral wrongness. I argue that this view
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is false because moral wrongness cannot be understood in terms of such normative status.
According to the Independence View, moral wrongness is not defined in terms of the
normative status of our having (or expressing) core negative reactive attitudes, nor is such
normative status defined in terms of moral wrongness. I argue that this view is false
because such normative status has to be understood in terms of moral wrongness.
This chapter will facilitate my defense of the Standard View in the next chapter.
The Standard View holds that the normative status of our having/expressing core
negative reactive attitudes is defined, at least party, in terms of moral wrongness.
Chapters 3, 4, and 5 amount to an argument for the Standard View because it is the only
possible view left, after accepting the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach and
rejecting the Reactive Attitude View, the Interdependence View, and the Independence
View.
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Ch. 6 The Standard View
In this chapter, I will defend the Standard View. According to this view, moral
wrongness, at least partly, defines the normative status (e.g., appropriateness) of our
having (or expressing) core reactive attitudes (i.e., blame, resentment, indignation, and
guilt), but not vice versa. I will first introduce this view, motivate it, and then defend it.

1. The Standard View
According to the Standard View, the normative status of our having or expressing core
reactive attitudes is analyzed in terms of moral wrongness. It implies that moral
wrongness is conceptually prior to the normative status of our having or expressing core
reactive attitudes, but not vice versa. That is, if it is appropriate (permissible, or
obligatory) for a person to hold/express an attitude towards an agent with respect to the
agent’s action, then the appropriateness (permissibility, or obligation) is explained, at
least partly, by the fact that she inexcusably acts wrongly. Moreover, we need to
understand the appropriateness (permissibility, or obligation) of holding/expressing an
attitude in terms of the deontic status of the action at stake. However, we cannot and
should not explain moral wrongness in terms of the appropriateness (permissibility, or
obligation).
Before I discuss the Standard View in detail, I would like to distinguish
conceptual priority from metaphysical (or ontological) priority, for they are closely
related but easy to be confused. Conceptual priority is definitional priority, so it is about
explaining and understanding concepts. For example, if belief is conceptually prior to
knowledge, then we can define knowledge in terms of beliefs, but not the other way
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around. That is, we can both explain the concept of knowledge in terms of the concept of
belief and understand the concept of knowledge in terms of the concept of belief, but not
vice versa. In other words, we understand the concept of knowledge because we
understand the concept of belief, whereas we understand the concept of belief
independently of our understanding the concept of knowledge. In contrast, metaphysical
priority is property priority, so it is about explaining and understanding metaphysical
relations.94 For example, if physical properties are metaphysically prior to mental
properties, then the existence of mental properties is explained in terms of the existence
of physical properties, or mental properties are grounded in physical properties, but not
vice versa. That is, physical properties are more basic than mental properties such that
mental properties exist because physical properties exist, but physical properties exist
independently of the existence of mental properties.
Conceptual and metaphysical priority are sometimes connected. For instance, it
seems that belief is both conceptually and metaphysically prior to knowledge, for
knowledge is a subset of belief and knowledge about something must be a belief about
that thing in the first place. However, conceptual and metaphysical priority are not
always connected. On the one hand, conceptual priority does not imply metaphysical
priority. For instance, although child is conceptually prior to toy, the property of being a
toy is not grounded in the property of being a child. On the other hand, metaphysical
priority does not imply conceptual priority. For instance, physical properties might be
metaphysically prior to mental properties, but mental properties need not be understood
in terms of physical properties (e.g., we don’t have to understand pain in terms of
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particular brain states). Hence, since the Standard View merely claims that moral
wrongness is conceptually prior to the appropriateness (permissibility, or obligation) of
holding/expressing core negative reactive attitudes, it is silent on whether moral
wrongness is metaphysically prior to such appropriateness (permissibility, or obligation).
I focus on the issue of conceptual instead of metaphysical priority because theorists
endorsing the Reactive Attitude View are interested in conceptual priority, and the issue
of metaphysical priority will be a further project to work on.
The Standard View generally has the following form:

Standard View: It is appropriate (permissible, or obligatory) for reacting people to feel
(or express) the blame-sentiment towards an agent, S, regarding S’s performing an action,
A, if and only if, and in virtue of the fact that, it was morally wrong for S to perform A,
and S had no excuse.

Proponents of the Standard View include John Rawls (1971), arguably W. D.
Ross (1930, 1939) and Immanuel Kant (1785, 1788).
Kant seems to adopt the Standard View when he introduces the moral feeling in
the Critique of Practical Reason:

Moral feeling is the susceptibility to feel pleasure or displeasure merely from
being aware that our actions are consistent with or contrary to the law of duty.
Every determination of choice proceeds from the representation of a possible
action to the deed through the feeling of pleasure or displeasure, taking an interest
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in the action or its effect. The state of feeling here (the way in which inner sense is
affected) is either pathological or moral. – The former is that feeling which
precedes the representation of the law; the latter, that which can only follow upon
it.95

If we regard the moral feeling as a kind of reactive attitude, then Kant seems to hold that
certain reactive attitudes (e.g., praise, blame) regarding some actions at can only arise as
a result of being aware of the deontic status of the actions. If so, then we can talk about
the appropriateness or correctness of the moral feeling, for it is independent of anyone’s
mental state whether the relevant action is (objectively) morally right/wrong. In other
words, we can understand the appropriateness of having certain reactive attitudes in terms
of the rightness or wrongness of the relevant action.
Ross (1930, 1939) also seems to take the Standard View. In Foundations of Ethics,
he says,

[S]orrow is right when one contemplates the death of a friend, and wrong when
one contemplates the success of a rival. […] We can still call grief the right or
fitting emotion in certain situations […] Its fittingness depends solely on the
nature of the circumstances and not at all on his capacity or incapacity.96
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On Ross’s view, whether an emotion is fitting to have depends on the circumstances,
namely, the relevant event involving personal relationship. Since he holds that moral
rightness/wrongness is “a form of suitability” for the circumstances, the fittingness of an
emotion seems to depend at least partially on moral rightness/wrongness.97 If the
emotions Ross discusses are reactive attitudes, then he seems to agree that the fittingness
of having a reactive attitude can be defined in terms of moral rightness/wrongness.
Rawls (1971) is more explicit than Kant and Ross about the connection between
reactive attitudes and wrongness. For Rawls,

[I]t is a necessary feature of moral feelings, and part of what distinguishes them
from the natural attitudes, that the person’s explanation of his experience invokes
a moral concept and its associated principles. His account of his feeling makes
reference to an acknowledged right or wrong.98

Since moral feelings for Rawls are reactive attitudes, he takes reactive attitudes to
presuppose moral rightness/wrongness. It follows that holding/expressing an attitude can
be appropriate or inappropriate because there is an objective fact about whether the target
agent acts rightly/wrongly.
In fact, the Standard View is compatible with both (the ontological sense of)
moral realism and antirealism. Moral realism holds that there exist mind-independent
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Ross, 1939, p. 55.
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Rawls, 1971, p. 481, my emphasis.
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moral facts.99 It is natural, although not necessary, for a moral realist to believe that the
moral wrongness of an action is both metaphysically and conceptually prior to the
appropriateness (permissibility, or obligation) of holding/expressing blame, resentment,
indignation, guilt towards the agent with respect of the action. Among realist theories,
Cornell realists’ (e.g., Nicholas Sturgeon 1985; Richard Boyd, 1988; David Brink 1989),
Peter Railton’s (1986), Russ Shafer-Landau’s (2003), and David Enoch’s (2011) theories
all fit the Standard View.
Nonetheless, a moral realist need not accept the Standard View, since the
Reactive Attitude View is also compatible with moral realism. For example, a moral
realist may hold that the property of moral wrongness depends upon the property of
blameworthiness, which in turn is mind-independent. If so, then she can coherently hold
that the concept of moral wrongness depends upon the concept of blameworthiness. The
point is that moral realism fits the Standard View well, although it does not require this
view.
Not only does moral realism fit the Standard View, moral anti-realism fits this
view as well. This is because the Standard View does not require the endorsement of
mind-independent moral facts; rather, it merely requires the endorsement of truth-apt
moral statements. As long as an anti-realist believes that moral statements of right and
wrong have truth-value, then her theory is amenable to the Standard View. For instance,
according to John Mackie’s error theory (1977), there are no mind-independent moral
facts, but moral statements have truth-value, whose obtaining requires such moral facts.
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For the four senses (semantic, ontological, metaphysical, and normative) of moral realism, see Finlay,
2007.
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Hence, “positive” moral statements (e.g., the statement that certain action is morally
right/wrong) are always false for Mackie. He can coherently hold that moral wrongness is
conceptually prior to the fittingness of holding/expressing reactive attitudes.
The Standard View can be either cognitivist (i.e., moral statements express
propositions) or non-cognitivist. For example, a norm-expressivist can hold that the norm
of moral wrongness is prior to the norm of the fittingness of having reactive attitudes.
Hence, which is the appropriate norm to adopt concerning reactive attitudes is a matter of
which attitude fits the norm of moral wrongness. I will focus on cognitivism for
simplicity.
In the last chapter, I argued that it is more plausible for the Reactive Attitude
View to appeal to having reactive attitudes than expressing reactive attitudes, and it is
more plausible for it to appeal to the appropriateness of having reactive attitudes than the
obligation or permissibility of having reactive attitudes. This also holds for the Standard
View for the same reason, namely, (1) having an attitude is mainly backward-looking
while expressing an attitude can be mainly forward-looking, and (2) the appropriateness
of having an attitude is merely backward-looking while the obligation or permissibility of
having an attitude is both forward-looking and backward-looking. Hence, in the
remainder of this chapter, I will only discuss the versions that discuss the appropriateness
of having reactive attitudes.
In the following section, I will motivate the Standard View.
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2. Motivations for the Standard View
The Standard View is attractive for several reasons. First, the notion of moral wrongness
seems intelligible without any appeal to the fittingness of holding reactive attitudes
towards one another. It is true that we may need the practice of feeling resentment or
indignation to deepen our understanding of moral wrongness, but the practice does not
seem necessary for us to gain the concept of moral wrongness. In any case, we normally
have the cognitive capacity to understand abstract notions of moral obligation, moral
permissibility, and moral prohibition. Along this line, some moral intuitionists (e.g., Ross,
1930, p. 29; Prichard, 1937) even go as far as to claim that the notion of rightness is selfevident such that we can just use intuition to grasp whether a given action is morally
right.100
Second, we have seen that the Reactive Attitude View encounters insurmountable
difficulties in specifying when it is appropriate to hold core negative reactive attitudes,
namely, the wrong kind of reason problem. For example, Darwall’s account fails to
specify when it is appropriate to hold a blame-sentiment. In contrast, the Standard View
offers a straightforward solution to this problem. That is, it is appropriate to blame
someone for an action if and only if the relevant action is objectively morally wrong and
the agent has no excuse. This solution is appealing in that it is simple, clear, and practical.
If it works, then the Standard View is more plausible than the Reactive Attitude View in
this respect.
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Strictly speaking, Ross thinks that we can directly know whether a prima facie duty (a duty in terms of a,
not all, moral consideration) exists, but we cannot know for sure the absolute duty (a duty in terms of
conclusive moral considerations) of a particular situation.
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Third, if I am right that the Reactive Attitude View is circular in analyzing moral
wrongness in terms of the normative status of having core negative reactive attitudes,
then the Standard View has to be correct. This is because the Standard View analyzes
such normative status precisely in terms of moral wrongness.
In Section 3, I will defend two arguments for the Standard View, an overarching
argument and an argument based on the observation that wrongness connects with
negative fitting reactive attitudes.

3. Argument for the Standard View
3.1. Argument from Elimination
My first argument is overarching. Its basic idea is that the Standard View has to be
correct when the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach is correct and all the other
views taking this approach are false. Let’s call this argument the Argument from
Elimination.
Here is a formulation of this argument:

E1: If the Reactive Attitude View, Independence View, and Interdependence
View are all false, then the Standard View is correct.
E2: The Reactive Attitude View, Independence View, and Interdependence View
are all false.
C: The Standard View is correct.
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E1 follows from the acceptance of the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach.
The Reactive Attitude View, Independence View, Interdependence View, and the
Standard View exhaust all the space of this approach, so the Standard View is correct if
all the others are false. E2 states that all the other views are indeed false. The conclusion,
C, follows from E1 and E2.
The argument from Elimination is supported by chapters 3 through 5. I defended
the Non-Naturalist Reactive Attitude Approach in Chapter 3. Hence, E1 is defended. I
argued against the Reactive Attitude View in Chapter 4. And I argued against the
Independence View and Interdependence View in Chapter 5. Hence, E2 is defended. Let
me briefly explain why E2 is true.
The Reactive Attitude View holds that blameworthiness is conceptually prior to
moral wrongness. It has to account for the thing blameworthiness is based upon. Possible
candidates include several aspects of the action: the deontic status of the action, the moral
value of the action, the agent’s intentions of performing the action, and the agent’s
character exhibited in performing the action, or the combination of two or more of the
above.
If blameworthiness is based on the deontic status of the relevant action, then the
view that blameworthiness is conceptually prior to moral wrongness is circular, so this
option is closed. If blameworthiness is based on the moral value of the action, then it
avoids being circular, but the talk of blameworthiness in terms of moral value fails to
capture the essential aspect of blameworthiness. Hence, the option of moral value is
eliminated. Third, the appeal to intention is irrelevant to our notion of blameworthiness,
i.e., objective blameworthiness, which is blameworthiness about the real situation. In
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particular, blameworthiness in terms of intention concerns subjective blameworthiness,
i.e., blameworthiness with respect of the situation the agent wants to bring about. Hence,
the option of motive is eliminated. Lastly, it does not work to say that blameworthiness is
based on the agent’s character exhibited in performing the action because Civilian is
blameworthy even if her character is just when she helps Criminal get out of the jail due
to a mistaken belief that Criminal is innocent. Since all these options have problems, the
combination of any two or more of them does not work, since that will inherit the
problems.
The ways I consider cashing out blameworthiness are prominent ones. I admit that
there might be other ways, and one of which might be successful, but I doubt that there
are. It might help briefly look at Fitting Attitude Theorists’ proposal I discussed in
Chapter 4. First, Skorupski interprets blame as a tendency to withdraw, but does not
clearly account for where blame fits, so his proposal is at best incomplete. Next, Gibbard
regards blameworthiness as the warrant of guilt and resentment, but his account of
warrant presupposes objective moral wrongness. Lastly, Darwall explains
blameworthiness in terms of second-personal reasons, but such reasons implicitly appeal
to moral wrongness. Thus, I conclude that it is very unclear how to understand
blameworthiness apart from moral wrongness and make blameworthiness conceptually
prior to moral wrongness.
Let’s turn to the Interdependence View and Independence View. The
Interdependence View holds that blameworthiness and moral wrongness are interdefined. But since moral wrongness cannot be non-circularly defined in terms of
blameworthiness, this view is false. As for the Independence View, it holds that neither
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blameworthiness nor moral wrongness is defined in terms of the other. But since any
definition of moral wrongness in terms of blameworthiness is circular, blameworthiness
is defined in terms of moral wrongness. Thus, the Independence View is false.
If my arguments in chapter 3 through 5 succeed, then the Argument from
Elimination succeed, and hence the Standard View is correct. The Argument from
Elimination indirectly argues for the Standard View. I am aware that many objections are
levelled against the Standard View, so my defense of the Standard View will not be
satisfying if I do not address them. Hence, I will take up the objections in the next
subsection, where I directly defend for the Standard View.

3.2 Argument from Connection
My second argument for the Standard View is an inference to the best explanation. Since
it is fitting to blame an agent if and only if she acts wrongly with no excuse, the notions
of blameworthiness and wrongness probably connect in certain ways. One explanation,
provided by the Standard View, is that moral wrongness is conceptually prior to
blameworthiness. I shall argue that this explanation best accounts for the connection
between blameworthiness and moral wrongness.101 Call this argument the Argument from
Connection.
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For simplicity, I use blameworthiness as an example of the fittingness of having a core negative reactive
attitude. Similar arguments can be made about the fittingness of holding other core negative reactive
attitudes (e.g., resentment). The difference is that the reacting people are connected to the target agent in
certain ways. For example, if the attitude we discuss is resentment, then the observation will roughly be
that it is generally appropriate for a reacting person to feel resentful towards an agent who acts wrongly and
wrongs her with respect of the action.
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My argument runs as below:

P1: An agent is blameworthy if and only if she inexcusably acts wrongly.
P2: The Standard View provides a good explanation for P1.
C: The Standard View is correct.

Although the Argument from Connection is not valid, it offers strong reasons for the
conclusion. In the rest of this subsection, I will defend this argument.
P1 describes the observation that an agent is blameworthy if and only if she
inexcusably acts wrongly. It is a conceptual claim. ‘Blameworthiness’ here refers to the
appropriateness of the sentiment of blame. P1 expresses the judgment that it is
appropriate to express the sentiment of blame towards an agent who inexcusably acts
wrongly. Because our concern is about the connection between moral wrongness and
blameworthiness, we can qualify P1 in restricting wrongness to moral wrongness. As for
blame, I am aware that philosophers are divided about whether it is characteristically
moral. As I clarified in Chapter 1, I will focus on cases where blame is connected with
moral wrongness, without taking a stance on whether blame can be characteristically
non-moral. Qualified this way, P1 is a version of the Non-Naturalistic Reactive Attitude
Thesis, namely, it is morally wrong for an agent, S, to perform an action, A, if and only if
were S to have no excuse then it would be appropriate (permissible, or obligatory) for any
reacting person to feel (or express) the blame-sentiment towards S regarding S’s
performing A. I have defended this thesis in Chapter 3. Thus, I will assume that it is right
here. P1 is not only accepted by theorists of the Standard View, but also theorists of the
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Interdependent/Independent View and the Reactive Attitude View. Indeed, Skorupski
takes the conceptual connection between moral wrongness and blameworthiness to be a
priori (2010b, p. 293).
The crucial premise is P2, which states that the Standard View provides a good
explanation for P1. According to the Standard View, moral wrongness is conceptually
prior to blameworthiness. This explanation is good because it is informative, simple, and
clear. First, this explanation informs us why the blame-sentiment is fitting if an agent
inexcusably acts wrongly: namely, moral wrongness is conceptually prior to
blameworthiness. When concept A is prior to concept B, it is not surprising that concept
B is invoked every time concept A occurs in a certain fashion. Second, this explanation is
simple and clear. In particular, all it tells us is that moral wrongness and blameworthiness
are conceptually connected in a certain way. We seem to have no difficulty in
understanding this idea (objection about how to understand moral wrongness will be
addressed in the next section). Thus, I conclude P2 to be true.
Since both P1 and P2 are true, it provides good reason for the conclusion, namely,
the Standard View is correct. Nevertheless, since the Argument from Connection is an
inference to the best explanation, it does not firmly establish the conclusion.
Indeed, both the Reactive Attitude View and the Interdependence View can
explain P1 to some extent. The Interdependence View holds that moral wrongness and
blameworthiness are defined in terms of each other. According to this View, excusably
morally wrong actions entail blameworthiness, and blameworthiness entails moral
wrongness. So P1 is explained. According to the Reactive Attitude View,
blameworthiness is conceptually prior to moral wrongness. It explains why an agent acts
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wrongly if she is blameworthy and has no excuse. In fact, Skorupski argues for the
Reactive Attitude View by appeal to P1.
I have rehashed my objections to the Reactive Attitude View and the
Interdependence View in Section 3.1. Regarding the explanatory power for P1, the
Standard View and the Reactive Attitude View are on a par. Specifically, the Standard
View explains why an agent is blameworthy if she excusably acts wrongly, but does not
explain why an agent acts wrongly if she is blameworthy and has no excuse. In contrast,
the Reactive Attitude View explains the latter but not the former. In the following section,
I will compare the merits and costs of the Standard View and the Reactive View.
Meanwhile, I will make sense of the Standard View from various criticisms.

4. The Standard View vs. The Reactive Attitude View
The Standard View and the Reactive Attitude View are both appealing. Like the
Interdependence View, they both explain the conceptual connection between moral
wrongness and blameworthiness. Unlike the Interdependence View, they are not blatantly
circular. Despite these merits, they both have drawbacks. In particular, the Reactive
Attitude View is challenged to be circular while the Standard View is allegedly
mysterious, among others. In the rest of this section, I will explore the options to meet
these challenges. My claim is that neither challenges can be met. However, in light of the
fact that being mysterious is preferable to being circular, the Standard View is preferable
to the Reactive Attitude View.
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4.1 The Reactive Attitude View Revisited
The Reactive Attitude View is challenged by two problems: the wrong kind of reason
(WKR) problem, and circularity.

4.1.1 WKR Problem
Roughly, the WRK problem is that the Reactive Attitude View cannot distinguish the
right kind of reason for having an attitude from the wrong kind. The most leading
approach to this problem is by appeal to Parfit’s distinction between object- and stategiven reasons. As the names suggest, object-given reasons are reasons concerning the
object, while state-given reasons are reasons concerning the state of having an attitude. If
the two types of reasons are distinct, then presumably we can identify the right kind of
reasons by looking for object-given reasons, and the wrong kind of reasons by looking
for state-given reasons.
I argued in Chapter 4 that the object-/state-given reasons distinction is unclear. I
also argued that some wrong kind of reasons do not seem state-given. Here, I’ll focus on
a systematic problem of the approach.
Schroeder (2012b, 2013) points out that if the approach is correct, then state-given
reasons cannot be the right kind of reasons. However, sometimes a state-given reason is a
reason for us to remain neutral—neither to have a particular attitude nor to have the
opposite attitude. Since sometimes such a reason is the right kind of reason, the appeal to
the object-/state-given reasons distinction fails. For example, a Catholic hears that a
woman had an abortion. Because of his Catholic beliefs, he does not approve of abortion.
However, he does not know why the abortion happened. If it happened because the
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woman did not want to have the baby, he would feel the blame-sentiment towards her.
But if it happened because the woman had cancer of the uterus, he would not feel so.
Now, a TV station will talk about the details of this case. Suppose the Catholic can only
know about the case by watching TV in a few hours. In this case, the information about
why the woman had abortion is crucial, and the fact that the TV station will discuss it
provides a reason for the Catholic to withhold judgments and attitudes. That reason is a
state-given reason, since it is provided by situational factors. It is also the right kind of
reason, since it bears upon a crucial aspect of the woman’s abortion. Cases like this
constitute counterexamples to the approach appealing to the object-/state-given reasons
distinction.
The failure of the approach does not entail the failure of the Reactive Attitude
View to solve the WKR problem. However, it does make the prospect of solving the
problem dim, for it is probably the best-developed approach.

4.1.2 Circularity
Compared to the WKR problem, circularity is a more serious charge against the Reactive
Attitude View. In Chapter 4, I argued that Darwall’s, Skorupski’s, and Gibbard’s
accounts of wrongness are all circular. Yet, I have not shown that every account of the
Reactive Attitude View is circular. Hence, I need a general argument to show that. My
strategy is to work out a plausible account of the Reactive Attitude View, and show that
this account is circular.
Since the Reactive Attitude View analyzes moral wrongness in terms of
blameworthiness, it needs to explain blameworthiness without the appeal to moral
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wrongness. Nowadays, a number of theorists use the notion of reason to explain moral
notions (Scanlon, 1998; Skorupski, 2010b). Hence, let’s try to develop an account using
reason as the primitive notion. The idea is to explain moral wrongness in terms of
blameworthiness, which is in turn explained in terms of reasons. Here is one formulation:
A person is blameworthy if and only if there is good reason to blame her. We can
interpret ‘good reason’ in different ways. For example, for Scanlon, the existence of a
good reason to blame somebody amounts to the fact that the person impairs her
relationship with those who blame her because of her action. For our purpose, we can
leave the details about good reasons open. If we go along with this notion of
blameworthiness, we can understand moral wrongness in this way: a person acts morally
wrongly if and only if, and in virtue of, were she to have to excuse, there would be good
reason to blame her. Let’s examine this account.
On the face of it, this account is not circular. This is because the definition of
blameworthiness seems to have no appeal to moral wrongness. However, note that the
definition of blameworthiness has to have a moral component.102 This is because the
notion of blameworthiness is used to define moral wrongness, not wrongness in general.
As we know, a person can be blameworthy for non-moral reasons (such as failing to
follow one’s schedule to get up at 7AM, which normally has no connection with
morality). Accordingly, we have to qualify the reasons for blaming to be the moral
reasons. But once we do that, we run the risk of being circular. In particular, we have to
distinguish moral reasons from non-moral reasons, which allows us to distinguish the
blame that connects with moral wrongness. The question is: How do we distinguish
102

Thanks to Robert Johnson for this suggestion.
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moral from non-moral reasons? If we simply distinguish all the moral considerations
from non-moral ones, then what we do amounts to distinguish all the considerations for
moral evaluations. Since moral wrongness is a moral evaluation, this method implicitly
appeals to moral wrongness.
One might argue that we can only be blameworthy for moral reasons. If this line
is right, then there is no need to distinguish moral from non-moral reasons. Yet this line
implies that every situation is a moral one, which is implausible. We blame others for
failing moral standards, religious standards, institutional standards, personal standards,
etc. It is not plausible that all these standards reduce to moral ones. Hence, I do not think
that this line succeeds.
Let’s take a look of why this trial account of the Reactive Attitude View fails. An
account of the view has to explain blameworthiness without the appeal to moral
wrongness. But in light of the fact that one can be blameworthy for moral or non-moral
reasons, this account has to distinguish moral reasons from non-moral reasons. That
distinction cannot be made without the appeal to moral wrongness, so the trial account is
circular. Actually, any account of the Reactive Attitude View runs into the same problem.
Regardless of which notion is rendered basic, it has to distinguish moral blameworthiness
from non-moral blameworthiness, which cannot be done without the help of moral
wrongness. Thus, the Reactive Attitude View cannot avoid being circular.
What about the Standard View? Does it fare better as compared to the Reactive
Attitude View?
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4.2 The Standard View
The Standard View is challenged from three concerns: the ability to answer the open
question argument, the ability to accommodate folk psychology, and the ability to be
clear.

4.2.1 Open Question Argument
The first concern comes from Moore’s open question argument. A skeptic of the Standard
View might say: “If the Standard View is correct, then an agent is blameworthy
whenever she inexcusably acts wrongly. However, if an agent inexcusably acts wrongly,
it feels like an open question whether she is blameworthy. For example, if an agent harms
me without any excuse, we can still sensibly ask ‘Is she blameworthy?’” A more radical
skeptic (an extremely nice Christian, for example) might even insist that she is not
blameworthy at all.
If this objection works, then it reveals that blameworthiness cannot be analyzed in
terms of moral wrongness and the absence of excuse, which entails the falsity of the
Standard View. However, I don’t think that the objection works. First, Moore’s original
open question argument is supposed to reveal a conceptual gap between non-natural
notions and natural notions.103 For example, it seems to always make sense to ask “This
thing is desired by most people, but is it good?” The feeling of this conceptual gap is
partially caused by the difference we feel between the non-natural concept of goodness
and the natural concept of being-desired. In contrast, the Standard View analyzes a nonnatural notion, blameworthiness, in terms of another non-natural notion, moral wrongness.
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Since these two notions are both non-natural, we cannot feel any conceptual gap in terms
of the natural/non-natural distinction. Thus, the force of the open question argument
weakens when the argument applies to the Standard View.
Second, the open question argument after all does not conclusively disprove the
position at stake. The reason is that this argument concerns our cognitive capacity of
recognizing conceptual/metaphysical connections and this capacity is limited. For
instance, if a person does not know that water is composed of H2O, then she may think
that it is an open question to ask that “This is H2O, but is it water?” She will know that
the question is not open until she learns that water consists of water. In the same fashion,
if a person does not know that one plus one equals two, then she may think that it is an
open question whether one plus one does equal two. And she will know that the question
is not open either, when she learns further what two actually means. Likewise, since
multiple questions about moral wrongness and blame are in dispute, we don’t know
everything about moral wrongness and blameworthiness. Hence, if a skeptic of the
Standard View thinks that it is an open question whether an agent inexcusably acts
wrongly is blameworthy, it does not prove that the Standard View is false. It is plausible
that the question is not really open, although the skeptic feels that it is.

4.2.2 Folk Psychology
The second objection I will address comes from folk psychology. If the Standard View is
correct, assuming that our folk psychology is not vastly mistaken, it should generally fit
the way we talk about wrongness and blameworthiness. Some talk of this kind is
consistent with the Standard View. For example, it is natural to say that “You are
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blameworthy because you did something wrong,” or “You are blameworthy because you
wronged/hurt/harmed her.” These expressions imply that understanding blameworthiness
is based upon understanding wrongness.
However, some skeptics argue that we need the concept of blame, guilt, etc. to
acquire the concept of moral wrongness. If they are right, then moral wrongness cannot
be conceptually prior to blameworthiness (or the fittingness of core negative reactive
attitudes), which entails the failure of the Standard View. Skorupski puts the objection
this way:

[…] we can elucidate a concept by saying what is required for possession of the
concept, rather than by the semantic route of explicit definition within the existing
resources of a language. What distinguishes moral wrongness as a normative
concept is that you have the concept only if you are sensitive to reasons for the
blame sentiment.104

Skorupski correctly points out that we have to be sensitive to reasons for the
blame-sentiment as reasons for blame. But he is wrong in holding that we have to possess
the concept of blameworthiness to master the concept of moral wrongness. First, being
sensitive to reasons for the blame-sentiment does not imply possessing the concept of
blame. Second, empirical evidence suggests that children acquire the concept of moral
wrongness prior to acquiring the concept of guilt. Let me elaborate.

104

Skorupski, 2010b, p. 293, emphasis original.
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Just because we are sensitive to reasons for the blame-sentiment, it does not mean
that we have already possessed the concept of blame. By analogy, just because a child is
sensitive to the reasons that an apple is tasty, it does not mean that she has possessed the
concept of tasty. For instance, a 3-year-old girl may be inclined to choose a Gala Apple
that is redder than the other (because she likes red objects), so she is sensitive to the
reasons for a Gala Apple to be tasty. However, she need not understand what tasty means,
for that is a separate issue from being sensitive to tasty-bearing reasons. Likewise, what
really follows from our sensitivity to reasons for blame is merely that we have the
cognitive capacity to distinguish the reasons bearing on blame from those that do not.
Furthermore, empirical evidence counts against the claim that we need the
concept of blame, guilt, etc. to acquire the concept of moral wrongness. Studies suggest
that children acquire the concept of moral wrongness between the ages of three and three
and a half, but they acquire the concept of guilt between four and eight.105 Moreover,
autistic individuals can distinguish moral violations from conventional ones, which
suggest that they have the concept of moral wrongness. But they do not understand pride,
a complex emotion that seem to emerge at about the same time as guilt, which suggests
that they do not have the concept of guilt. Thus, it does not seem that we need to possess
the concept of blame, guilt, etc. to possess the concept of moral wrongness.
Two kinds of responses are possible. First, Skorupski might argue that children
between the ages of three and three a half only have the capacity to apply the term
‘wrong,’ but they have not genuinely possessed the concept of moral wrongness.106
105
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This response is problematic. According to an influential school in current
developmental science, the core knowledge of folk physics and psychology emerges early.
The core knowledge might be enriched through development, but it is deemed to remain
unrevised into adulthood and to continue to guide judgments for adults.107 Evidence
suggests core moral judgment is stable across cultures. If the thought of this school is
correct, then the children between three and three and a half do have moral knowledge
about rightness and wrongness, which implies that they have the concept of moral
wrongness.
Furthermore, it is risky for theorists of the Reactive Attitude View to put a high
bar over when a person acquires the concept of moral wrongness and makes genuine
moral judgments. In particular, evidence suggests that sophisticated moral judgment is
not stable across cultures. Specifically, there is a wide spectrum over how adults reason
in different cultures. In some cultures, adults reason in terms of reciprocal needs, whereas
in other cultures, adults reason in terms of individual rights or universal moral
principles.108 The Reactive Attitude View is supposed to apply across cultures, so it does
the view no good by making the possession of moral concepts a sophisticated process.
Another response is to argue that although children having the concept of moral
wrongness do not have the concept of guilt, they have certain emotion concept that are
morally laden. And such an emotion concept helps children acquire the concept of moral
wrongness. Gibbard (2006c) suggests such a picture:
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We can share with a wide range of people, then, a set of pared-down narrowly
moral concepts. I’ll call these “near-moral” concepts. An action is outrageous, in
this near-moral sense, just in case outrage over it is warranted on the part of others.
Suppose, then, as may well be, that the concept of outrage is a human universal,
and that the concept emerges fairly early in a child’s development. Then, for all
we have seen, the quasi-moral concept of being outrageous may be available to all
adults and to all children at a fairly early stage. All they need is a concept of
reprehension or outrage and a concept of warrant, and they have the ingredients
for a near-moral concept of being reprehensible.109

Gibbard suggests that a child could acquire the concept of moral wrongness through the
possession of the concepts of outrage and warrant, while possessing the concept of
outrage does not require possessing the concept of guilt. In his view, it is quite plausible
that we acquire the concept of moral wrongness in an intuitive way first (through our
feelings of outrage), and then we come to understand what seems wrong can be distinct
from it really being wrong.
Gibbard’s picture sounds plausible, but cannot be proved without empirical
evidence. I agree that we have to understand some basic feelings (e.g., pain) to
understand moral wrongs, but I am skeptical that we have to have the concept of outrage
before we have the concept of moral wrongness. To me, we can connect moral wrongness
with various feelings. So, complex feelings like outrage and guilt just do not seem
necessary for us to understand moral wrongness.
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Thus, I conclude that the evidence from folk psychology does not count against
the Standard View.

4.2.3 Mysteriousness
The last objection is that the Standard View makes the notion of moral wrongness
mysterious or obscure. This objection is the most serious one because the Standard View
does not work if there is no intelligible way to understand moral wrongness apart from
the fittingness of core negative reactive attitudes. Let’s take a look at a couple of
instances of this objection. Skorupski argues that the contemporary philosophical
conception of moral obligation and wrongness are problematic. In particular, he says,

[...] moral obligation has become a problematic concept, at least in contemporary
philosophical discussion and perhaps beyond. I do not mean that the experience of
moral obligation is unfamiliar to most people. I mean that there is uncertainty
about what to make of it. This uncertainty extends to the whole distinctive circle
of moral concepts: moral wrongness; permissibility; obligation…110

Similarly, Gibbard states,

An answer to the question of how to live, they [many philosophers] would say,
just is a belief as to what we ought to do and what it’s okay to do. Now of course
anyone who says this has the burden of explaining what ‘ought’ and ‘okay’ mean.
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If they can’t, or if their answer involves strange and incredible things like nonnatural properties, I then say that my direction of explanation is better.111

The central idea of the objection is that concepts such as moral wrongness and
permissibility are so abstract that they, taken alone, are intractable or empty. To people
like Skorupski and Gibbard, moral wrongness is meaningless without the appeal to
blameworthiness.
The concern that the notion of moral wrongness seems mysterious can be
interpreted in two ways. The first interpretation is that the notion of moral wrongness is
abstract. Strictly speaking, moral wrongness means moral impermissibility, a sense of
‘should not.’ For example, when we say that “You acted wrongly,” we intend to express
that “You shouldn’t have done that” or “You ought not to have done that.” But how to
make sense of that? Can we analyze moral wrongness in any non-trivial way?
Two positions are promising in my view. Both views preserve some
mysteriousness in the notion of moral wrongness, but they are intelligible. The first
position is Ross’s. On this position, the notion of moral wrongness is just undefinable
(except in narrowly deontic terms, such not permissible). This notion is thin and primitive.
Our conceptual framework has to start from some primitive notions, and moral
wrongness is one of them. We have numerous primitive and abstract notions, such as
number and reason. Although they are mysterious, we understand them and use them in
our daily life. Likewise, moral wrongness could be mysterious and intelligible at the
same time.
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The second position is that the notion of moral wrongness is definable
normatively, other than the normative status of holding/expressing core negative reactive
attitudes. The idea is that something other than such normative status is conceptually
prior to moral wrongness. Perhaps moral agency plays this role. Michael Smith proposes
a framework starting from the notion of ideal moral agents. If one could flesh our moral
wrongness using such notion, moral wrongness could be nontrivially analyzable.
In summary, neither positions explains away the mystery of the notion of moral
wrongness, but they can at least somehow make sense of it. I am more inclined to take
the first position, but I need not defend it here.
The second interpretation of the objection is that moral wrongness does not seem
to refer to any natural properties. Mackie’s argument from queerness makes us aware of
the particularity of moral properties. This concern is well raised, but it can be answered.
First of all, holders of the Standard View can construe moral properties as natural
properties, which makes the view immune from the challenge of obscurity. For instance,
Railton (2003) construes moral properties as what he dubbed ‘social rationality,’ namely,
“what would be rationally approved of were the interests of all potentially affected
individuals counted equally under circumstances of full and vivid information.”112
Roughly speaking, he thinks that what people rationally agree upon in a society is right,
what people rationally reject in a society is wrong, and what people rationally disagree
about in a society is indeterminate in terms of the deontic status. Here, this notion of
wrongness is not obscure because, given appropriate specification, people’s rational
judgments are intelligible.
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Second, even if holders of the Standard View construe moral properties as nonnatural, the view can still be intelligible. For instance, Shafer-Landau claims that moral
properties are realized by “a particular concatenation of descriptive facts,”113 even if they
cannot be so defined. The realizability claim makes moral wrongness intelligible because
natural properties ground or determine wrongness. In other words, without the appeal to
the normative status of holding reactive attitudes, wrongness is intelligible by the appeal
to the relation to natural properties.
In summary, the Standard View withstand the objections from the open question
argument and folk psychology, but it is subject to being mysterious. As we have seen, the
Reactive Attitude View might be able to withstand the WKR problem, but it cannot avoid
being circular. Between the Standard View and the Reactive Attitude View, the former is
preferable because being mysterious is a lighter burden than being circular. Thus, I
conclude the Standard View to be correct.

5. Conclusion
In this chapter, I have defended the Standard View, which holds that moral wrongness is
conceptually prior to the appropriateness (permissibility, or obligation) of
holding/expressing core negative reactive attitudes. My main argument is that the
Standard View provides a good explanation for the observation that an agent is
blameworthy if and only if she inexcusably acts wrongly. The Standard View has been
challenged from the open question argument and folk psychology, but these challenges
can be successfully met. The Standard View remains mysterious, but it is a lesser evil
113
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compared to being circular, which is a problem of the Reactive Attitude View. Hence, the
Standard View is better than the Reactive Attitude View. In the next chapter, I will draw
the implications of the Standard View.
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Ch. 7 Conclusion
I have argued for the Standard View, according to which the fittingness of holding core
negative reactive attitudes (i.e., resentment, indignation, guilt, and blame) is at least
partly defined in terms of moral wrongness, but not vice versa. In this chapter, I will talk
about the implications of the Standard View, especially concerning moral responsibility.

1. The Main Results
Before discuss the implications, I will first recapitulate the big picture. The main question
of my dissertation is the relationship between moral wrongness and reactive attitudes. I
have argued that they are connected conceptually, not empirically. That is, our empirical
disposition to hold/express negative reactive attitudes under certain circumstances is not
always connected with an agent’s action being morally wrong. But moral wrongness is
conceptually connected to the appropriateness or permissibility of holding/expressing a
reactive attitude. Several views can explain this conceptual connection, among which the
Reactive Attitude View and the Standard View do the best job. The Reactive Attitude
View holds that moral wrongness is defined, at least partly, by the normative status of our
having (or expressing) core negative reactive attitudes, but not vice-versa. In contrast, the
Standard View holds that such normative status is defined, at least partly, by moral
wrongness. When we compare the strengths and weaknesses of these views, we find that
the Standard View is better. Hence, I conclude that the Standard View is correct.
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2. Reactive Attitudes and Moral Permissibility, Moral Obligation, etc.
The most straightforward implications of the Standard View are the conceptual
connection between fitting core negative reactive attitudes and moral notions such as
moral permissibility and moral wrongness. We can derive such conceptual connection
because the Standard View bears on the conceptual connection between moral wrongness
and fitting core negative reactive attitudes, while moral wrongness, moral permissibility,
and moral obligation etc. are conceptually connected.
For instance, since moral permissibility just is the absence of moral wrongness,
we can simply replace ‘morally wrong’ in the formulation of the Standard View with ‘not
morally permissible’ and infer that it is appropriate for reacting people to feel the blamesentiment towards an agent, S, regarding S’s performing an action, A, if and only if, and
in virtue of the fact that, it was not morally permissible for S to perform A, and S had no
excuse. Thus,

Moral Permissibility: It is morally permissible for S to perform A if and only if it would
not be appropriate for reacting people to feel the blame-sentiment towards S regarding
S’s performing A.

Likewise, we can derive an account of conclusive moral obligation. In particular, S has a
conclusive moral obligation to perform A, if and only if, it is morally permissible for S to
perform A and it is morally impermissible for S not to perform A. Thus, we arrive at this:
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Conclusive Moral Obligation: S has a conclusive moral obligation to perform A, if and
only if (1) it would not be appropriate for reacting people to feel the blame-sentiment
towards S regarding S’s performing A, and (2) were S to have no excuse, it would be
appropriate for reacting people to feel the blame-sentiment towards S regarding S’s
failure to perform A.

Since moral optionality is moral permissibility without moral obligation, we can derive
that:

Moral Optionality: It is morally optional for S to perform A, if and only if (1) it would
not be appropriate for reacting people to feel the blame-sentiment towards S regarding
S’s performing A, and (2) it would not be appropriate for reacting people to feel the
blame-sentiment towards S regarding S’s failure to perform A.

Since moral supererogation is moral optionality plus moral value, we can arrive at an
account of moral supererogation.
In the next section, I will talk about the implications concerning moral
responsibility.

3. Moral Responsibility
While some philosophers continue to regard moral responsibility to be a generic notion,
more draw a distinction between two senses of moral responsibility: attributive
responsibility (or agent responsibility) and substantive responsibility (or
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accountability).114 A person is attributively responsible for an action if the action can be
attributed to her as an agent, that is, the action reflects the agent’s mental states. In
contrast, a person is accountable for an action if she should bear certain consequences
(reward or punishment) as a result of her action. Unlike attributive responsibility,
accountability is essentially a social notion because it is about the consequences one
should bear as a member of the society.
Among those distinguishing the two senses of moral responsibility, some
(Scanlon, 1998) regard praise and blame to be merely concerned with attributive
responsibility, while others (Watson, 1996) hold praise and blame to be concerned with
both attributability and accountability. In the following, I will take the latter view to be
correct. The main reason is that our judgments about blame are pulled in two ways. On
the one hand, we seem to blame others only if their actions are beyond rational control,
roughly speaking. This phenomenon seems to imply that blame is connected with
accountability, since one is not accountable for her action is her action is beyond rational
control. On the other hand, we sometimes blame others even if their actions are beyond
rational control. This phenomenon seems to imply that blame is connected with
attributability, since whether an action can be attributed to an agent does not depend upon
whether she can rationally control the action. I believe that both phenomena are natural
and sensible, so I believe that blame can be connected with either attributability or
accountability.
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Attributive responsibility is connected more with having reactive attitudes than
with expressing attitudes. This is because the attitudes are held towards the agent in
question in the sense that the action in question can be attributed to the agent. Granted,
we might express the attitude to someone attributively responsible for an action, but we
do not normally do so. The reason is that certain attitudes, especially blame, constitute
sanction, while the objects of sanction are not normally those who cannot rationally
control their actions. In contrast, accountability is connected more with expressing
reactive attitudes than having attitudes. This is because the attitudes are expressed
towards the agent in question in the sense that the action in question makes the agent an
appropriate candidate for bearing the attitudes. Expressing negative attitudes, compared
with punishment, is a weak kind of sanction.
This is the formulation of the Standard View:

Standard View: It is appropriate (permissible, or obligatory) for reacting people to feel
(or express) the blame-sentiment towards an agent, S, regarding S’s performing an action,
A, if and only if, and in virtue of the fact that, it was morally wrong for S to perform A,
and S had no excuse.

It seems that the version talking about having or feeling an attitude is about
attributive responsibility, while the version talking about expressing an attitude is about
accountability. However, since the Standard View considers excuses, whereas an action
being beyond rational control is an excuse, it seems to be about accountability alone.
Probably the version about expressing attitudes is about accountability, but the version
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about having attitudes is not about attributive responsibility. If this is correct, then the
Standard View implies that a person, S, is negatively accountable for an action, A, if and
only if, and in virtue of the fact that, it was morally wrong for S to perform A, and S had
no excuse. It suggests a conceptual connection between moral wrongness and
accountability.
If we can discover the conceptual connection between having core negative
reactive attitudes and moral wrongness, then we can derive a conceptual connection
between attributive responsibility and moral wrongness. Consider a view close to the
Standard View, namely,

Standard View*: It is appropriate for reacting people to feel the blame-sentiment
towards an agent, S, regarding S’s performing an action, A, if and only if, and in virtue of
the fact that, (1) S endorsed performing A, and (2) it was morally wrong for S to perform
A.

The view eliminates the proviso about excuse and adds a condition about endorsing
actions. Roughly, I take ‘endorsing an action’ to refer to the approval of an action and an
willingness to perform the action. The reason is that attributive responsibility is about
whether the action reflects the agent’s mental state, regardless of whether the agent lacks
information, is morally incompetent, or has no rational control over her action.
Accordingly, a person, S, is negatively attributively responsible for an action, A, if and
only if, and in virtue of the fact that, S endorsed performing A and it was morally wrong
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for S to perform A. It suggests a conceptual connection between moral wrongness and
attributive responsibility.
I suspect that the Standard View* is correct. First, it is compatible with the idea
that the natures of attributive responsibility and accountability are different. Second, it
goes along with an influential view that attributive responsibility and moral wrongness
are connected. This view is controversial (Scanlon, 1998, 2008), but it quite is plausible.
The Standard View* may be vague, but I believe that it is at least on the right track.
In the next section, I will talk about some possible future work.

4. Future Work
Throughout this dissertation, I regard reactive attitudes to be cognitive emotions
(emotions that presuppose thoughts), and I focus on negative ones. However, I have not
studied any particular negative reactive attitude. In particular, I deem resentment,
indignation, and guilt to be different sorts of blame-sentiments, but I have not studied
what distinctive role they each play regarding morality. In future work, I may work on
resentment, indignation, guilt, and shame individually. Furthermore, since resentment and
indignation are other-regarding reactive attitudes, whereas guilt and shame are selfregarding ones, I may also work on the comparison between other-regarding and selfregarding ones.
Since the reactive attitudes I focus on are negative ones, I can definitely work on
positive ones as a continuing project. Some might think that the story of positive reactive
attitudes is just the flip side of the story of negative ones. However, things are not so
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simple. Let’s think of praise for simplicity.115 If an agent acts rightly at a minimum level
(e.g., merely not violating any moral obligation), it seems inappropriate to praise her. But
if she acts rightly at a higher level (e.g., fulfills a nontrivial moral obligation at a
nontrivial cost), then her action is morally more desirable, and it seems appropriate to
praise her. From these simple reflection, we can see that the appropriateness of praise is
not simply a matter of acting rightly. It will be interesting to work on positive reactive
attitudes and figure out how they connect with moral permissibility.
I suspect that the right account is like this:

Praiseworthiness: It is appropriate for reacting people to feel the praise-sentiment
towards an agent, S, regarding S’s performing an action, A, if and only if, and in virtue of
the fact that, it was morally permissible for S to perform A, S performs A at a nontrivial
cost to herself, and A is especially morally valuable.

With the accounts of both negative and positive reactive attitudes, we have more
resources to account for supererogation and suberogation than with an account of
negative attitudes alone.
Finally, the Standard View is merely about the conceptual connection between
negative reactive attitudes and moral wrongness, but silent about the metaphysical
connection between them. In the future, I may also work on the metaphysical connection.
I am inclined to think that the property of fitting negative reactive attitudes are grounded
115
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in the property of moral wrongness, among other things. If this is right, and it is objective
(independent of any one’s mental state) whether an attitude is fitting, then an argument
for moral realism (ontological sense) can be made and defended. Specifically, if the
property of fitting attitudes is objective, and it is grounded in the property of moral
wrongness, then the property of moral wrongness is also objective. Hence, we arrive at
the claim that there are objective moral truths.

5. Conclusion
I have shown that the Standard View can help us understand the role fitting negative
reactive attitudes play regarding notions such as moral permissibility, moral obligation,
etc. I have also shown that the Standard View can help with the moral responsibility
debate. Future work is needed on specific negative reactive attitudes, positive reactive
attitudes in general, and the metaphysical connection between reactive attitudes and
moral wrongness.
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