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abstract

In this dissertation, I offer an account of the social constitution of our agency and I show

how it grounds normative features applying to us as agents. This is a theory that I call social

constitutivism. Constitutivism holds that normative features applying to us as agents depend

on the constitutive features of agency, and, according to my version of social constitutivism,

those normative features depend on constitutive aspects of our agency that are essentially

social.

In the first chapter, I provide an argumentative introduction to constitutivism as a kind of

theory. I introduce social constitutivism as a specific version of this theory, and I articulate a

sociohistorical and pluralistic meta-constitutivist framework in which I situate my view.

In the second chapter, I look at a problem for us as agents—the problemof the normative—

concerning how we determine what we should do and why. I argue that individualistic

accounts of this problem are incomplete because they leave out its essentially social nature

and origin in dyadic and dialogical challenges between agents concerning the grounds of

normative authority.

Next, I develop an account of two important constitutive and social features of our agency.

In the third chapter, I argue that recognition is a constitutive structure of agency: we become
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agents by standing in social structures characterized by relations of mutual recognition

with other agents. In virtue of standing in this constitutive structure, we are able to apply

normative standards to ourselves and others.

In the fourth chapter, I argue thatwehave the constitutive function of social self-constitution.

As agents, our characteristic activity is making ourselves into selves through our action. This

self-constitution is social in two senses: the sources of our self-constitution are social and

our resulting selves are social.

In the final chapter, I argue that social constitutivism, unlikemore individualistic versions

of constitutivism, is able to make progress on a problem (the Content–Bindingness Dilemma)

concerning how agents are bound by substantive normative content because of its account

of the place of sociality in the constitution of agency.
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chapter 1.

the structure of constitutivism

…the ground, that is, the principle, of the system is in fact only its beginning.

— G.W.F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit

“They all fall under the heading of Tetrapyloctomy.”
“What’s tetra…?” I asked.
“The art of splitting a hair four ways.”

— Umberto Eco, Foucault’s Pendulum

1.1. Introduction

InUmberto Eco’s novelFoucault’s Pendulum, when the narrator Casaubon arrives atGaramond

Press to meet its editors Belbo and Diotallevi, the pair are discussing possible departments

and courses for a new university: The School of Comparative Irrelevance. One of the school’s

first departments, they tell Casaubon, will be the Department of Tetrapyloctomy. Casaubon,

confused, asks, “What’s tetra…?” Belbo answers that it is “the art of splitting a hair four

ways.”1

This chapter is, to borrow Eco’s term, tetrapyloctomous. The first goal I have in it is to

introduce the theory which is the subject of this dissertation: constitutivism. Constitutivism,

1 Umberto Eco, Foucault’s Pendulum, trans. William Weaver (1988; New York: Mariner
Books, 2007), 74. Other departments include the Department of Impossibilia (with
courses likeThe History of Antarctic Agriculture and Contemporary Sumerian Literature)
and the Department of Oxymoronics (whose courses include Parmenidean Dynamics and
Heraclitean Statics).
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broadly speaking, holds that the normative features applying to a kind (e.g., how members of

that kind should be) depend on that kind’s constitutive features (i.e., those features in virtue

of which that kind is the kind it is).2 To introduce this theory, I will offer an account of its

main theses, its keystone structural elements, its perils and promises, and its standards for

success. In doing so, I will focus on developing important (yet sometimes overlooked and

seemingly hair-splitting) distinctions helpful for understanding constitutivism.

While this chapter presents an introduction to constitutivism, there are also important

argumentative goals that I hope to realize in developing a positive meta-constitutivist frame-

work.3 My meta-constitutivist framework here both stakes out new conceptual territory as

well as redraws old boundaries set by commonmeta-constitutivist assumptions. For example,

I introduce constitutivism through what I call the general constitutivist schema

(gcs) (and derivative schemata), and I articulate a structural framework for understanding

the structure of different constitutivist theories. An important kind of constitutivism is

what I call agential constitutivism, which focuses on the constitutive and normative features

of agency (or action). I hold that there are important differences between various versions of

agential constitutivism, including how they are structured with respect to agency, the forms

of agency with which they engage, and the role of the sociality of agency in their theories. In

terms of the sociality of agency, we can distinguish between three kinds of agential constitu-

tivist theories: strongly social, weakly social, and asocial. In the following chapters, I will

argue for a strongly social version of agential constitutivism. My hope is that my positive

2 More exactly, the constitutive features of that kind or a closely related kind.
3 Developing a positive meta-constitutivist framework out of all the split hairs is what we

might call the tetrapyloplectic element of this chapter.
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meta-constitutivist framework will both provide some clarity to the myriad debates about

the nature of constitutivism and set a foundation for building my own constitutivist theory

in later chapters.4

In addition to my schematic framework, I also argue that we should revise some of the

common meta-constitutivist assumptions. For example, I argue that views which hold that

constitutivismmust allow us to deduce analytically and a priori normative standards from the

bare concept of agency that apply universally and eternally to all possible agents aremistaken.5

By contrast, I hold that we can make considerably more modest and flexible assumptions

concerning constitutivism. A constitutivist theory can be successful, I will show, under a

number of revised assumptions, such as (1) explaining how normative features are grounded

in (rather than exclusively deduced from) the relevant constitutive features; (2) applying those

features to agents within the relevant domain of agents and form of agency (rather than all

possible agents or all possible forms of agency); (3) offering an account of the concept of

agency and its constitutive features as developing dynamically and sociohistorically (rather

than as ahistorical and static). This sets out the general meta-constitutivist framework for

the version of constitutivism that I will develop in the subsequent chapters.

In developing my own view in later chapters, I will contend that the constitution of

agency is social at its core. This constitutive sociality of agency is central to un-

4 When introducing the Department of Tetrapyloctomy in Foucault’s Pendulum, Belbo
tells Casaubon that it “has a preparatory function; its purpose is to inculcate a sense of
irrelevance” (Eco, Foucault’s Pendulum, 74). While this chapter has a preparatory function,
I hope by contrast that it is a relevant one!

5 In Douglas Lavin’s terms, these assumptions are conceptualism, formalism, and abso-
lutism (“Forms of Rational Agency,” Royal Institute of Philosophy Supplement 80 [May 2017]:
171–93).
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derstanding both the content and bindingness of normative features that apply to agents.

While many versions of agential constitutivism in the existing literature do acknowledge

the importance of agents’ social interactions, often they do not hold that agency itself is

constitutively social.6 On this basis, I argue that we can distinguish between such a weakly

social (or even asocial) version of constitutivism and a strongly social version of constitutivism,

which I will call simply social constitutivism. In the following chapters, I will criticize weakly

social versions of constitutivism, and I will articulate and defend my own version of strongly

social constitutivism.

Furthermore, I argue in this dissertation that agency should also be understood not

only as social but also as sociohistorically dynamic. On this picture, agency is, to use Robert

Pippin’s term, more of a collective, sociohistorical achievement: we make ourselves into agents

together, over time, and historically. In the subsequent chapters, I identify two important

constitutive elements of agency’s sociality—the structure of recognition and the function of

social self-constitution—and I show how their sociohistorical development is important for

constitutivism. However, this social and dynamic view of the constitution of agency sits at

odds with some commonmeta-constitutivist assumptions. For example, if the constitution of

6 There are some accounts of constitutivism that are strongly social, however, such as
KennethWalden, “Laws of Nature, Laws of Freedom, and the Social Construction of Nor-
mativity,” chap. 2 in Oxford Studies in Metaethics, ed. Russ Shafer-Landau, vol. 7 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2012), 37–79, BrandonHogan, “Hegelian Constitutivism and the
Schmagency Objection” (presentation, Department of Philosophy, George Washington
University, Washington, D.C., March 2014), https://philosophy.columbian.gwu.edu/sites/
philosophy.columbian.gwu.edu/files/downloads/Hegelian%20Constitutivism%20and%
20the%20Schmagency%20Objection.pdf, David A. Borman, “Going Social with Consti-
tutivism,”The Philosophical Forum 46, no. 2 (April 2015): 205–25, and Micha Werner, “The
Morality Club and the Moral Sceptic: A Defense of ‘Dialogical Kantian Constitutivism’”
(unpublished draft, August 2014), https://ecpr.eu/Filestore/PaperProposal/f9c65476-
7042-439c-b5f3-b9bdcec0e76c.pdf.
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agency develops dynamically and sociohistorically, how could we hope to deduce analytically

and a priori normative standards that would cover all possible agents (per common assump-

tions about what constitutivism must do)? We will be able to answer such challenges by

appealing to the meta-constitutivist framework’s revised assumptions about constitutivism

for which I argue in this chapter.

1.2. A Structural Introduction to Constitutivism

In this section, I will offer a structural introduction to constitutivism as a theory. I will start

by schematizing the core thesis and elements of constitutivism in what I call the general

constitutivist schema (gcs). We can individuate different constitutivist theories on

the basis of how they choose to specify the elements of gcs. The scope and ambition of a

constitutivist theory varies based on those specificatory choices.7, 8

7 While gcs covers a very wide range of constitutivist theories, after I discuss gcs I will
focus attention in subsequent sections on a class of theories that I call agential constitu-
tivist theories. Agential constitutivist theories focus on the normative and constitutive
features of agency (or action). Understanding the theoretical commitments of agential
constitutivist theories will allow us not only to better understand some of the major
existing constitutivist theories, but it will also be useful as I develop my own version of
agential constitutivism in later chapters.

8 While my primary aim here is developing a structural account of constitutivism that is
helpful in specifying my own version of the theory, I should also note that I do not think
that a similarmeta-constitutivist viewhas been offered in the existing literature (although
there is extensive discussion of specific elements of given constitutivist theories). As
we will see shortly, Michael Smith’s account is probably the closest in its generality
but he does not focus on the structural elements or agential constitutivism as I do. See
Michael Smith, “Agents and Patients, Or: What We Learn About Reasons for Action by
Reflecting on Our Choices in Process-of-thought Cases,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian
Society CXII, Part 3 (2012): 309–31; for discussion here, see §1.3 and §1.5.3.
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1.3. The General Constitutivist Schema

The core idea of constitutivism can be encapsulated at an abstract level by what I call the

general constitutivist schema (gcs):

S general constitutivist schema (gcs): Normative features N applying to

membersM of kind K1 stand in dependency relation R to constitutive features C of

kind K2.

It may be helpful to think about specifying gcs in terms of answering some core theoretical

questions. For example, when considering the various specificatory choices available for

an interpretation of gcs, the following questions (among others) should arise, and any

development of a constitutivist theory, including the one in this dissertation, should supply

answers to them.9 For example: Does a constitutivist theory aim to explain all normative

features or just some normative features? What is the normative status of the constitutive

features (normative or non-normative)? What kind of features are the constitutive features (e.g.,

aims, principles, functions, etc.)? What is the relation that the normative features stand in

with respect to the constitutive features (e.g., explanation, derivation, justification, grounding,

etc.)? What is the scope or domain of the members to whom the normative features apply?

We can draw initial attention to some of the important elements of gcs.10 First, the kinds

of features that will be central in any constitutivist theory are constitutive ones and normative

ones, and such a theory should give an account of how the normative features depend on the

constitutive ones. The features themselves belong to kinds: the normative features apply to

9 Constitutivist theories may not provide such answers explicitly in terms of specifying a
more general schema, of course, but, nonetheless, we reconstruct their answers ourselves
as we parse through them.

10 Clearly gcs is far too general to be an adequate theory on its own.
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members of a kind and the constitutive features of a kind are the features that make that

kind what it is. While these two kinds are often the same (e.g., the normative features of

agency depend on the constitutive features of agency), there are some cases where the kinds

can be slightly different yet still closely related (such as agency and action, as discussed in

§1.6). gcs itself remains neutral about exactly which normative and constitutive features are

covered by any given constitutivist theory, about the kind(s) to which those features belong,

and about the dependence relation between the constitutive features and the normative ones.

We can illustrate and motivate the basic idea of constitutivism (as schematized in gcs)

with some everyday examples. A simple example is that of functionally a defined artifact,

such as a house. A good house, as Christine Korsgaard points out in her discussion of

this example, is one that provides comfortable, habitable shelter.11 Providing this shelter

is the “purpose, function, or characteristic activity” of a house.12 In order to be a house, a

house must arrange matter (bricks, wiring, shingles, wood, etc.) into a form that serves that

purpose.13Without this formal unification, a house is just a “mere heap of matter.”14With

it, a house has a teleological organization and this organization enables it to perform its

function as a comfortable, habitable shelter, which makes it “the kind of thing that it is.”15

To put it in constitutivist terms, we can say that providing comfortable, habitable shelter

is the constitutive function (C) of house as a kind (K2). We can derive or explain (relation R)

11 Christine M. Korsgaard, Self-Constitution: Agency, Identity, and Integrity (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2009), 27.

12 Korsgaard, 27.
13 Korsgaard, 27.
14 Korsgaard, 28.
15 Korsgaard, 28.
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normative standards (N) for houses (K1) from this constitutive feature (C).
16 If a house fails to

provide habitable shelter (perhaps because of leaks that have led to an ineradicable toxic mold

problem), then it can be evaluated normatively as a bad house. If the house is in a constant

state of disrepair because of substandard building materials, then it fails to perform its

function and is a bad house. If a house provides adequate shelter but does so in a thoroughly

uncomfortable way, then it is a bad house in that respect (assuming providing comfortable

habitation is a constitutive function of houses).17 We can, so the constitutivist argues, also

get derivative normative standards out of this as well. If a house builder consistently builds

cheap houses that do not provide adequate shelter, then they are a bad house builder. We can

explain it is important in the sense that providing shelter from the weather is justwhat a house

does and what the house builder does (qua house builder) is build houses. Suppose that a cut-rate

house builder asks just why it is important to put a watertight roof on a house.18 If the builder

decides not to do this and the roof leaks, then, as Korsgaard points out, he has just built a

bad house: it is a house that doesn’t realize its constitutive function of providing shelter and

16 For a criticism of how Korsgaard’s account deals with this example, see the discussion
of threshold constitutivism later in this chapter at §1.5.1 (from Kathryn Lindeman,
“Constitutivism without Normative Thresholds,” Journal of Ethics and Social Philosophy 12,
no. 3 (October 2017): 231–58). Formymore general discussion of threshold constitutivism,
see §4.2.2.1.

17 Christopher Eisenman’s houses come to mind here. Although they do serve the function
of providing adequate shelter, they do so uncomfortably. Brianna Renix and Nathan
Robinson have put it like this: “[O]ne Eisenman-designed house so departed from the
normal concept of a house that its owners actually wrote an entire book about the difficul-
ties they experienced trying to live in it. For example, Eisenman split themaster bedroom
in two so the couple could not sleep together, installed a precarious staircase without
a handrail, and initially refused to include bathrooms” (Brianna Rennix and Nathan J.
Robinson, “Why YouHate Contemporary Architecture,” Current Affairs, October 31, 2017,
https://www.currentaffairs.org/2017/10/why-you-hate-contemporary-architecture/).

18 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 29.
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thus the norms set by that are what govern houses (and the activity of house-building).19

As another example to illustrate this point, many constitutivists appeal to games like

chess.20 Chess, as a kind of game (K2), has constitutive aim (CA), checkmate, and constitutive

rules (CR), such as piece movement. These features (CA,CR, etc.) constitute what it is to play

the game. The normative features (N) applying to the playing of chess as a kind of activity

(K1 and other derivative kinds, like chess-player) are derived from (relation R) these constitutive

features (C).21 These features set normative standards for the game and its players because

they regulate what chess-players, as chess-players, ought to do and how. If you are playing

chess, then, as a chess-player, you necessarily have the aim of checkmating your opponent. If

not, then you are not playing chess, but doing something else (perhaps playing a similar game

to chess but that isn’t chess).22 A good chess move is one that helps the player realize the

goal of checkmate. A good chess-player is one who consistently realizes this goal.23 We can

also explain the transmission of reasons based on these constitutive features and normative

standards. For example, if I am playing chess, I necessarily have the aim of checkmating my

19 Korsgaard, 29.
20 While this example is helpful in illustrating the basic idea, in the end, I do not think that

the common constitutivist analysis of chess is a particularly good model when it comes
to agency in agential versions of constitutivism (see §3.2.1.5).

21 According to Zermelo’s Theorem, there is either a winning strategy available to white
or black, or, if not, a drawing strategy available to both (Hans Peters, Game Theory: A
Multi-Leveled Approach [Berlin: Springer, 2008], 177). Suppose that there is a winning
strategy available to white, but that white ends up losing the game. In that case, we
know that white chose the wrong move at some point in the game (whether a blunder or
an extremely subtle error) because white was unable to realize the constitutive aim of
chess.

22 The parenthetical remark here sets the stage for the Shmagency Objection, as discussed
extensively in chapter 5.

23 There are complexities that arise here, such as draws, and chess-players who do not
challenge themselves but win consistently. We can set these aside for now.
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opponent. If I have this aim, then, based on the rules, I should move my pieces in certain

ways. That is, if I have a reason to be playing chess, then I have a reason to aim at checkmate,

and, given the rules, I have a reason to move my pieces in ways that will help me realize my

aim. The constitutivist, then, can explain my actions in terms of the reasons that I have in

virtue of having undertaken the activity of playing chess. Because these normative standards

for chess are grounded in its features that make the activity of chess the activity that it is,

and chess-players, insofar as they are engaged in that activity, are bound by these standards.

Any question about why they should make a particular move can be answered on the basis of

those features and standards.24

For one final example, we can look at living beings, such as animals. Take, says Korsgaard,

a giraffe: a giraffe is a living thing and the function of a living thing is “just to be—and to

24 A possible objection to this view goes like this. Suppose, Alasdair MacIntyre says, that
you are “trying to amuse a sick child by playing chess with him” (Alasdair C. MacIntyre,
“The Intelligibility of Action,” in Rationality, Relativism and the Human Sciences, ed. Joseph
Margolis, Michael Krausz, and Richard M. Burian [Dordrect, Netherlands: Martinus
NijhoffPublishers, 1986], 78). In this case, if you “contrive to checkmate him immediately”
then, although you will have realized the constitutive aim of chess, your “action in doing
so is prima facie unintelligible” because of the “reasons that brought [you] to his bedside”
(MacIntyre, 78). That is, although you are playing chess, it appears that, contra the
constitutivist, you are not attempting to realize the constitutive aim of chess. If this is
the case, then it would provide a counter-example to the claim that constitutive aims are
non-optional. How can the constitutivist respond? There are two ways, as Katsafanas has
noted (Paul Katsafanas, Agency and the Foundations of Ethics: Nietzschean Constitutivism
[Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013], 38). The first, Katsafanas points out, is that
there may be different ways of realizing the aim that are more compatible with other
aims (amusing the child) that the chess-player has, such as taking a bit longer to reach
checkmate to give the child some time to have fun. The second is that, if you indeed give
up the aim altogether, you may no longer really be playing chess, but doing something
very much like it (such as teaching chess or pretending to play chess to amuse a child).
That is, there is another activity aside from chess whose standards are governing your
actions (even though, for the sake of convenience, we say that you are playing chess).
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continue being—what it is.”25 A giraffe, then, has the function of being a giraffe, living as a

giraffe, and producing other giraffes. A healthy giraffe is just one that “is well-organized

for keeping her giraffeness going, while an unhealthy giraffe suffers from conditions that

tend to her disintegration.”26The constitutive function of a giraffe is just to continue being a

giraffe, and normative standards emerge out of that based on whether a giraffe can do that

(because of good health) or not (because of bad health).

To further illustrate this point, we can, as Douglas Lavin notes, compare two kinds of

standards for judging animals: a dog show’s breed standards and a veterinarian’s health

standards.27 A veterinarian’s health standards are internal standards based on whether or not

an animal’s internal parts are functioning to allow it to live as an organism, to keep itself

integrated as an organism, and to continue performing its function as a living being. By

contrast, Lavin says, a dog show’s breed standards are external standards. There is nothing

internal to dog as a kind that explains why it must be the way that the show standards state.

A dog can fail to meet a dog show’s standards and continue “keeping its dogness going”

(to modify Korsgaard’s phrase). Indeed, a dog show’s breed standards may conflict with

internal health standards (as in flat-nosed dogs like pugs and bulldogs with brachycephalic

obstructive airway syndrome). The veterinarian’s health standards are internal, constitutive

standards while the dog show’s standards are external, non-constitutive standards. The dog

show’s standards, then, are open to challenges in ways that the veterinarian’s health standards

aren’t: Why should a dog be able to comfortably breath? A veterinarian can provide a ready

25 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 35.
26 Korsgaard, 35.
27 Lavin, “Forms of Rational Agency,” 171.
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answer based on the health of the dog. Why should a dog have an extremely short nose?

The dog show, on Lavin’s view, has no internal standard to justify that standard for dogs.28

This kind of example, so the constitutivist hopes, shows a more general point about how

constitutive and normative features apply to the relevant kinds and their members through

internal, non-arbitrary standards related to a member of a kind continuing to be the kind of

thing it is as a living being.

28 One objection to Lavin’s example would be that we can consider breeds of dogs as
non-species kinds and judges at dog shows in fact judge the dogs based on standards
internal to a breed itself as a kind.

My response here is that, even if it’s true that dog breeds are kinds with their own
internal constitutive standards, those standards are governed by the species dog, such
that, if they conflict, the governing standard dog overrides the breed standards. For
example, a breed that consistently produces dogs with brachycephalic obstructive airway
syndrome may have flat-nosed as an internal standard for the breed, but the kind itself
may well be defective insofar as it is contrary to the kind dog (with internal health
standards) by which it is governed. See Rowena M. A. Packer et al., “Impact of Facial
Conformation on Canine Health: Brachycephalic Obstructive Airway Syndrome,” ed.
Carlos E. Ambrósio, PLOS ONE 10, no. 10 (October 2015).

Furthermore, there may be good reason to think that so-called “pure” breeds are in
fact less healthy than cross-breed dogs, given hybrid vigor (Frank W. Nicholas, Elizabeth
R. Arnott, and Paul D. McGreevy, “Hybrid vigour in dogs?,”The Veterinary Journal 214
[August 2016]: 77–83). If so, then, assuming the kind dog governs any of its sub-kinds,
there would be little reason to think that pure breeds are anything but arbitrary (or, if
not entirely arbitrary, then merely instrumental to human purposes, as in the case of
hunting dogs or herding dogs).

This is satirized by the character Dr. TheodeoreW.Millbank, III inBest in Show: “Really,
I think what we’re talking about is standards—very, very specific… rigid, you could say.
‘But in this world where would we be without them?’ I think… and notice where we are.
We’ve got some real standards, and in Jessica’s case we have a bite standard but we don’t
have a number of teeth standard. The breeds do differ in that, but they’re very strict and
they’re very, very pure.”

The point above may be generalized: if for some purported sub-kind KS there is a
governing kind K and sub-kind KS (or some set of sub-kinds, like “pure” breeds) is in
conflict with its governing kind K, then it cannot really be a specification of K at all
and, insofar as it would have its normative force as a sub-kind of K, it would lose that
normative force.

12



The constitutive features of different kinds of entities (like artifacts, activities, living

beings) can un-mysteriously give rise to normative standards for those things. One advan-

tage of this kind of approach is that, if it works, we can explain normative features without

appealing to what Mackie calls “queer” entities or properties.29 If this can be extended into

the meta-normative or metaethical realms and apply to the relevant agents in a binding way,

then it would provide what Sharon Street has called the “Non-Holy Grail”: “a clear, informa-

tive, intuitively satisfying account of the subject matter of ethics that both (1) vindicates a

strong form of ethical objectivity, and (2) does so without metaphysical and epistemological

mystery.”30

One distinctive feature of gcs is that it does not restrict the scope of normative or consti-

tutive features exclusively to the realm of agency or action. This may be surprising given that

many of the most prominent contemporary versions of constitutivism (and this dissertation)

develop an agential version of constitutivism. However, one reason to begin with an ecu-

menical meta-constitutivist view is that it allows us to see more options for understanding

agential constitutivism (as I discuss shortly) and, for non-agential constitutivism, how many

other meta-normative and normative theories turn out to be, at their core, constitutivist. For

example, Michael Smith has recently offered an interpretation of constitutivism as a kind of

theory similar to gcs.31 Smith holds that constitutivism is the view that “normative facts of

certain kinds are explained by facts about the constitutive features of something—that is,

29 J.L. Mackie, Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong, reprint (1977; New York: Penguin Books,
1990).

30 Sharon Street, “Finite Valuers and the Problem of Vulnerability to Unmitigated Loss”
(unpublished manuscript, March 2019).

31 Michael Smith, “Constitutivism,” chap. 23 inThe Routledge Handbook of Metaethics, ed.
TristamMcPherson and David Plunkett (New York: Routledge, 2018), 371–85.

13



the features in virtue of which that thing is the kind of thing that it is—where constitutive

features might be those of some person, or some action, or some state of affairs, or something

else entirely.”32 Smith’s characterization of constitutivism as a theory, like gcs, is helpful

because it enables us to see possibilities for different versions of constitutivism. Smith argues

that we can include many different theories under the constitutivist umbrella, such as Jürgen

Habermas’s discourse ethics (on the basis of the constitutive features or rules of discourse),

Sharon Street’s account of value (on the basis of constitutive features of the practical point

of view), Philippa Foot’s account of natural goodness (on the basis of constitutive features

of human beings as a species), and Bernard Williams’s account of deliberation (on the basis

of the constitutive connections between motivation, reasons, and action), among others.33

Agential constitutivist theories (such as those of Korsgaard, Velleman, and Katsafanas) also

included under this aegis.34 By noticing that so many theories are at their core constitutivist

(even those which do not label themselves as “constitutivist”), we can gain a better perspec-

tive on how flexible constitutivism can be as a theory.35 Furthermore, agential varieties of

constitutivism may supplement some of their account through non-agential constitutivist

standards. With a plethora of different constitutivist theories falling under ecumenical

approaches like gcs, we can see that the ambitions, challenges, and standards of success may

32 Smith, “Constitutivism,” 371.
33 Smith, 373–81.
34 However, it should be noted that Smith is critical of these three constitutivist approaches

based on agency. Smith specifies his theory in terms of “ideal” agents (Smith, 381).
35 For example, by noticing that Philippa Foot’s theory of natural goodness can be read

as a variety of constitutivism even though it does not always focus on agency per se, it
becomes easier to borrow some of her insights, even in developing an agential version of
constitutivism (as discussed in chapter 4).
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turn out to vary significantly.36 In evaluating a constitutivist theory, then, it is important that

we calibrate our standards relative to that theory’s structure and what it aims to accomplish.

In the following subsections, I will step through the different elements of gcs and

discuss the options for specifying the elements of the schema. I will begin by exploring

how different specifications of gcs can result in a distinction between normative and meta-

normative versions of constitutivism. After this, I will turn to each of the other elements

of gcs. I will finally focus on an important subclass of constitutivist theories—agential

constitutivist theories—which essentially involve agency (or action) in their specification

of gcs. Understanding how different versions of agential constitutivist theories can be

specified, especially in relation to the social nature of agency, will be useful in developing

my own position.

36 By noticing these differences, we may become sensitive to the fact that an objection to
one version of constitutivismdoes not necessarily affect another version of constitutivism.
Or, at the other end, in widening the scope of what counts as a constitutivist theory, we
may notice that some kinds of philosophical moves may turn out to be widely shared
across a wide range of theories. For instance, for any of the above theories, there must be
an explanation of how we move from the constitutive to the normative. This may change
the philosophical calculus for how we evaluate these moves. For example, if a large
number of theories depend on a similar strategy for transitioning from the constitutive
to the normative, then the burden of proof for rejecting that philosophical move should
be higher than if it is restricted to a mere handful of theories.
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1.4. Normative and Meta-Normative Constitutivism

1.4.1. Meta-Normative Constitutivism

Constitutivism is often understood to be a meta-normative theory that explains how we move

from non-normative constitutive features to normative ones. For example, David Velleman

states that the purpose that he has for a constitutivist theory is “to identify a constitutive aim

of action [in order] to find a non-normative foundation for our norms of practical reasoning.”37

Likewise, David Enoch, a critic of constitutivism, describes constitutivism’s meta-normative

hope that “an attractive second-order theory of normativity […] can be developed starting

with the insight that practical normativity is, in some sense, grounded in what is constitutive

of action.”38 While many of the major existing versions of constitutivism are meta-normative,

we can nonetheless distinguish between meta-normative and (merely) normative versions of

constitutivism. A meta-normative version of constitutivism specifies that the constitutive

features C in gcs must be non-normative whereas a normative version of constitutivism allows

that some (or all) of the constitutive features C in gcs are themselves normative.39 We can state

it as a partial interpretation of gcs like this:

37 DavidVelleman, “Replies toDiscussion onThePossibility of Practical Reason,”Philosophical
Studies 121, no. 3 (December 2004): 287; also cited inKatsafanas,Agency and the Foundations
of Ethics, 86.

38 David Enoch, “Agency, Shmagency: Why Normativity Won’t Come fromWhat is Consti-
tutive of Action,”The Philosophical Review 115, no. 2 (2006): 170.

39 Some versions of constitutivism aim to explain both second-order normativity and first-
order normativity on the basis of non-normative constitutive features, and there are
places where this latter aspect is referred to as normative constitutivism. To avoid
confusion, where relevant, I will attempt to disambiguate the two by specifying first-order
reductive constitutivism for any version that aims to explain first-order normative features
as reducing to (or being similarly based on) non-normative ones and (merely) normative
constitutivism for any version that allows for constitutive features to be normative ones.
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S meta-normative constitutivist schema (mncs): Normative features N

applying to membersM of kind K1 stand in dependency relation R to non-normative

constitutive features C of kind K2.

Generally, as we will see, meta-normative versions of constitutivism aim to explain all

normative features this way.40 This kind of meta-normative constitutivism, if successful,

holds significant appeal. One reason for its appeal is that it would offer straight-forward and

transparent explanations of normative phenomena. For any kind, if we can explain normative

features regarding that kind in virtue of non-normative, constitutive facts about that kind

(or some closely related kind), then the constitutivist will be able to explain normativity

without, as we sawMackie call it, appealing to normative “queerness” or reference to “entities

or qualities or relations of a very strange sort, utterly different from anything else in the

universe.”41 In other words, the constitutivist can explain how members of a kind ought to be

on the basis of those features that make them what they are, and this does not involve an

appeal to any further normative entities. For example, when we saw the examples of houses

and dogs above, it looked like we could explain the normative standards applying to them

by simply appealing to what constitutes them as kinds. If all normative features could be

explained in this way, then this would offer an account of normativity that avoids appealing

to so-called “queer” entities.42

Given this ambition, however, meta-normative constitutivism must clear a high bar as a

theory: it cannot depend on any other sources of normativity to explain normativity itself. As

40 See the discussion of scope in §1.4.3.
41 Mackie, Ethics, 38.
42 For a more thorough discussion of the advantages of meta-normative constitutivism, see

chap. 1 of Katsafanas, Agency and the Foundations of Ethics.
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we will see in chapter 5, David Enoch has argued that “the solution to our meta-normative

problems will not come from what is constitutive of action.”43 Briefly put, Enoch’s objection

to constitutivism holds that, even if there are constitutive features of some activity (such as

rules of a game or principles of action), this is insufficient to generate normativity because

there must be an antecedent reason, which itself is normative, to engage in that activity. For

example, the case of chess cannot fully explain the reasons the chess-player has because a

chess-player only has a reason to follow the normative standards of chess insofar as that

chess-player has an antecedent reason to play chess. If a meta-normative theory attempted

to explain all of normativity by reference to an activity (such as agency), then we have to

ask if there is an antecedent reason to engage in that activity. If there is such a reason,

then meta-normative constitutivism relies on a normative source outside of the constitutive

features of agency or action, or, if there is not such a reason, then the constitutive features

themselves of agency or action are unable to secure normativity (as there is no reason to

engage in that activity and hence be normatively bound by its constitutive standards).

Likewise, Matthew Silverstein has argued that teleological constitutive features—such as

functions or aims—are unable to secure normativity on their own. Silverstein’s argument

takes the form of a dilemma: either these teleological constitutive features (functions, aims)

are themselves normative or not. If they are normative, then they cannot be used to explain

normativity itself on pain of circularity; if they are not normative, then, says Silverstein, they

face the is–ought gap. Silverstein holds that this does not make constitutivism un-salvageable

but rather that it must both scale its ambitions down from a full meta-normative theory to a

43 Enoch, “Agency, Shmagency,” 170.
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normative one and, in doing so, it needs to be “supplementedwith a reductivemeta-normative

account of normativity or reasons for action.”44 My point here is not to adjudicate either

Enoch’s or Silverstein’s objections to meta-normative constitutivism, but rather to highlight

that meta-normative versions of constitutivism must meet a high explanatory standard to

achieve its aims.45

There are two important upshots of this. First, we should have a clearer sense of what

makes a constitutivist theory meta-normative. Second, on this basis, we should also have a

good idea concerning what makes the bar so high for meta-normative constitutivism and

why meta-normative constitutive is highly appealing if it can clear it. Given this, we should

calibrate our standards of success relative to the theoretical ambitions of different versions

of constitutivism, and, for any version of meta-normative constitutivism, that standard must

be high.

1.4.2. Normative Constitutivism

However, while meta-normative versions of constitutivism are common, not all versions of

constitutivism must be meta-normative. Another possible specification of gcs is (merely)

normative constitutivism. Whereas meta-normative constitutivism insists that normative

features can be explained fully in terms of non-normative constitutive features, (merely)

normative constitutivism relaxes this requirement: constitutive features may be normative

or non-normative. We can specify normative constitutivism as follows:

44 Matthew Silverstein, “Teleology and Normativity,” in Oxford Studies in Metaethics, ed.
Russ Shafer-Landau, vol. 11 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 215.

45 I will discuss Enoch’s view at length in chapter 5, and for a short response to a related
objection from Silverstein, see §1.6.1.
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S normative constitutivist schema (ncs): Normative features N applying

to members M of kind K1 stand in dependency relation R to normative (or non-

normative) constitutive features C of kind K2.

While the possibility of merely normative (rather than purely meta-normative) constitutivism

is often overlooked, it may nonetheless remain an attractive kind of theory that retains some

of the advantages of its more ambitious meta-normative counterparts while giving up some

of the challenges associated with climbing the meta-normative mountain.

To illustrate this idea, we might consider the example of chess given above to be a kind

of normative constitutivism. For example, let’s suppose that the normative features applying

to chess-players depend on the constitutive features of being a chess-player and that these

depend not only on the constitutive features of chess but also on the constitutive feature of

having a reason to play chess of a chess-player (qua chess-player). This reason may itself be

trivial but if it is appealed to as a constitutive feature that secures the normativity of the

normative standards, then this would be a normative version of constitutivism (as such a

reason would be normatively antecedent to chess). Even though this analysis of chess does

not provide a full account of the normativity of the chess-player’s reasons, it can still be an

informative account of why certain moves are justified or unjustified on the basis of a clear

explanatory structure.

As another example, let us suppose (i) that a constitutive aim CA required for being an

artist (K2) is realizing beauty through one’s aesthetic creations, and that (ii) a normative

standard NA for an artist (K1 = K2) stands in a dependency relation R to this constitutive aim.

If we further suppose (iii) that there are some standards for what counts as beautiful, (iv) that
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beauty is intrinsically valuable, and (v) that we have reason to pursue what is intrinsically

valuable, then it would follow (vi) that a normative feature NA for artists is that they have

a reason to realize their constitutive aim in creating works of art that follow the standards

of beauty (CA). While this example can be classified as constitutivist (as a specification of

gcs), it is clearly not meta-normative, given the heavy normative presuppositions in (iii)-(v).

That is, the constitutive features of being an artist are themselves normative (e.g., having a

reason to realize a specific kind of value) and this is part of what gives normative force to the

aesthetic standards applying to the artist. While this view would not be meta-normative, a

theory developing it may nonetheless be philosophically interesting as it attempts to work

out the first-order details of what counts as a successful realization of the artist’s constitutive

aim, the strength of the normative hold of that constitutive aim on the artist, and so forth.

We can also consider Robert Stern’s interpretation of Kant’s account of moral obligation.

According to Stern, Kant makes a distinction between, on the one hand, the right and the good,

and, on the other, obligatoriness. Kant, according to Stern, has a hybrid account of normativity:

he is a value realist because he holds that the right and the good are an independent order of

values (prior to our self-legislating wills) but makes a distinction between those values their

obligatoriness for us. The obligatory form of morality, as Stern interprets Kant, arises from

how we are constituted as agents: “we give the content of morality its obligatory form, in so

far as this depends on our limitedness as finite creatures” and such “obligatoriness is just

the way in which what is right and wrong presents itself to us.”46 To put it in terms of gcs,

the normative feature of obligatoriness (NO) that applies to us as rational agents (K1) depends

46 Robert Stern, Understanding Moral Obligation: Kant, Hegel, Kierkegaard (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2012), 90.
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on (R) the constitutive features (Cα) of ourselves and how we must represent value to ourselves

as limited (and often radically evil) human beings (K2α) (in combination with the constitutive

features (Cβ ) of the normative order of value (Cβ of K2β ).
47

We can contrast this, for example, with a more ambitious meta-normative Kantian consti-

tutivism (such as Korsgaard’s view), which aims to ground both second-order and first-order

normativity itself in the non-normative constitutive features of agency and action.48 Yet, on

Stern’s reading, the constitutive features themselves are not normatively inert insofar as they

depend directly on a prior order of values which itself is normatively laden. Given the role

that the constitutive features that we have as agents in responding to value as value play in

partially grounding the normativity of obligatoriness, wemay think of Stern’s hybrid Kant as a

merely normative constitutivist, whereas Korsgaard’s Kant is ameta-normative constitutivist.49

The former makes explicit appeal to a prior source of normativity, whereas, for the latter,

making such an appeal is entirely at odds with the goal of grounding all of normativity in the

constitutive features of our agency and action.

Even if it turns out that Kant, following Stern’s hybrid interpretation, offers us a merely

normative constitutivist theory of moral obligatoriness, it would not follow from this that

such a merely normative constitutivist theory would be uninteresting on its own terms. Even

though it may have less ambitious aims than Korsgaard’s meta-normative version, such a

47 Stern calls his view a “hybrid” account, not a “constitutivist” one. My point here is simply
to show how the relevant parts of this hybrid account form a normative constitutivist
theory in terms of gcs.

48 See her appropriately titledThe Sources of Normativity, ed. Onora O’Neill (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996).

49 See also §1.4.1 for a discussion of general terminological issues here. Korsgaard aims to
provide an account of both second-order meta-normativity and first-order normativity
on the basis of non-normative constitutive features.
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hybrid account may offer a deep theory of the normative feature of obligatoriness on the basis

of its relationship to value and our constitutive features as human beings. My purpose here

is not to evaluate Stern’s interpretation of Kant or to adjudicate the debate between the

constitutivism of Stern’s Kant and that of Korsgaard’s Kant, but rather to highlight that,

not only is a (merely) normative constitutivism conceivable, but that such a version may

turn out to offer a philosophically rich account of certain normative features in terms of

constitutive features (even if they are themselves normative or depend on an outside source

of normativity).

From this discussion of meta-normative and normative features, I hoped to have shown

that (1) we can make a distinction between these two varieties of constitutivism and that,

even if a version of constitutivism is not purely meta-normative, (2) a merely normative

version may still be philosophically interesting. These two points, in combination with the

discussion of scope below, will allow us to set some standards of success for different versions

of constitutivism in §1.4.4.

1.4.3. The Scope of Normative Features and Constitutivism

For both the meta-normative constitutivist schema (mncs) and the normative

constitutivist schema (ncs), I made the initial distinction in terms of how they specify

the normative or non-normative status of the constitutive features. A related issue here

involves the quantificational scope and domain of normative features. By a quantificational scope,

I simply have in mind standard operators like all, some, and specifications of subsets. By

domain, I mean the class of normative features which the theory includes within its purview.
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For instance, such classes may include epistemic, ethical, aesthetic, or have a general domain.

In gcs, both the quantificational scope and the domain of the normative features (N) (and

the membersM of kind K1 to which they apply) are left unspecified, and how a given theory

interprets each has important consequences for both its nature as a theory and the standards

by which we evaluate it.

We can make a distinction between wide and narrow versions of constitutivism based on

how they specify this scope. A constitutivist theory is wide when its scope is all normative

features within a domain. For example, a wide ethical constitutivism would include in its

scope all normative features (applying to some kind K1) within the ethical domain, whereas a

relatively narrower ethical constitutivism would include only some such features in its scope.

(The labels wide and narrow serve here as rough designations as it is clear that scope can

be a matter of degree.) At least notionally, quantificational scope can be distinguished

from the distinction between normative and meta-normative. For example, a wide aesthetic

constitutivist theory may include all normative aesthetic features within its purview but

appeal to normative constitutive features in a separate domain (e.g., non-aesthetic ethical

features). Or, by contrast, a wide epistemic theory may be meta-normative in that it attempts

to explain all epistemic normativity by appeal to non-normative constitutive features of, say,

epistemic agents.

Like scope, the domain of a constitutivist theory may vary. Domain-restricted constitutivist

theories have a limited class of normative features (e.g., ethical), and subdomain-restricted

theories may focus on a subclass (e.g., the aretaic class within the ethical domain) whereas

domain-general theories would encompass all specific domains. In understanding or de-
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veloping a constitutivist theory, then, it is helpful to determine if it is domain-general or

domain-restricted and the relevant domains.

A seemingly natural assumption here would be that a wide domain-general constitutivist

theorymust necessarily be ameta-normative one. The reason onemight give for this would be

that, if the constitutivist theory encompasses all normative features across all domains, then,

in order to avoid circularity in explaining the normativity of those features, the constitutive

features on which they depend must themselves be non-normative. If the constitutive

features are normative, then they are by definition included within the scope and domain of

the normative features, which they themselves are supposed to explain.

In response to this worry, it is worth highlighting two possible moves.50 First, some

normative features may be self-grounding in their constitutive features. If an adequate

account can be given of their self-grounding, then it may not be a problem if they themselves

are normative. Second, if the normative features are not self-grounding, then they may be

grounded in other elements within the scope of the domain. The arrangements here can

vary significantly depending on which options a constitutivist takes (e.g., a pyramid with a

self-grounding normative base or a non-hierarchical web with mutual grounding relations).

Why highlight these two options? As we have seen briefly with Enoch, it is commonly

assumed that, if a normative feature is explained in terms of a normative feature instead

of a non-normative one, then that version of constitutivism has failed as a meta-normative

account insofar as it has appealed to a prior and external source of normativity. Yet it is

unclear if this assumption is warranted: if an adequate self-grounding account or an account

50 I simply want to highlight these as possibilities. Their soundness as responses must still
be argued for if they are to be relied upon as a response to such an objection.
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of mutual interdependence can be given, then perhaps such worries can be avoided.51

However, given this flexibility, one may worry about the variability in scope here as being

too flexible. After all, wasn’t one of the attractions of constitutivism supposed to be that, if

the constitutive features C grounded the normative standards N for some kind, they did so

for all members of that kind constitutively? But notice what scope of gcs does not vary in

the above discussion: membersM of the kind to which normative features apply. While the

kinds to which these members belong may vary (e.g., different kinds of agents depending on

the form of agency; see §1.6.3) they should apply to allmembers within that kind (assuming

the particular member meets a circumstantial relevance criterion for the applicability of a

particular normative feature). This is because of what it is for a feature to be constitutive of a

kind.

These distinctions continue my meta-constitutivist theme of finding ways to add flexi-

bility and moderation to constitutivism as a theory while still retaining elements of what

make it attractive as a theory. Although constitutivism is often taken to be meta-normative,

quantificationally ambitious, and domain-general, there is no reason that a normative, quan-

tificationally moderate, and domain-specific constitutivism could not itself offer interesting

philosophical insights.

51 One might note that, given my definitions of meta-normative and normative theories here,
such an account (relying on self-grounded or interdependence) could not, by definition,
be a meta-normative theory as it makes essential reference to normative features. I
think that this is a limited terminological point and it may be solved with more elaborate
classificatorymodels. For example, we could call a version of constitutivism that attempts
to explain all normative features through an interdependent web a kind of “normative-
based meta-normative” constitutivism in virtue of appealing to normative features to
realize the meta-normative aim of explaining normativity itself, but this strikes me as
overly baroque, even for my tetrapyloctomous tastes.
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1.4.4. Standards of Success for Normative and Meta-Normative Constitutivism

We can draw a more general lesson here for standards of success for a constitutivist theory.

First, we should make a distinction between meta-normative and normative constitutivist

theories and we should calibrate our standards accordingly. While the former has a more

ambitious aim, it also has a heavier burden, while the latter reduces its burden by shifting its

aim to a closer target. Second, even if a constitutivist theory does not provide us with a full

meta-normative account, it may nonetheless provide us with a deep and interesting account

of elements of normativity. While it is fair to assess theories according to whether or not they

realize the second-order, meta-normative aims which their authors set for them, we should

not allow these author-imposed aims to serve as blinders that obscure the contributions

such as theory could make as a first-order, merely normative one. Third, we should take this

normative/meta-normative distinction into account when assessing the impact of objections

against a constitutivist theory. For example, both Enoch’s and Silverstein’s objections above

were premised on ruling out a prior source of normativity for a constitutivist theory, and,

while such objections may work against meta-normative targets (like Korsgaard’s theory,

at which they are aimed), they would, by contrast, not be a problem for a hybrid, merely

normative constitutivism (like Stern’s Kant).

However, while the possibility and value of merely normative constitutivism has been

under-appreciated, it is not clear thatwe should entirely give up the pursuit ofmeta-normative

constitutivism altogether. Indeed, one concern that we may raise for hybrid views is that they

are worrisomely disjunctive insofar as they require sources to account for normativity (for

Stern’s Kant, this is both a prior order of value and our constitutive features as human beings).
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Such a bifurcation is less theoretically parsimonious than we may have hoped. Furthermore,

the attraction of any given hybrid theory will depend on how it is developed. For example,

for anti-realists who are attracted to meta-normative constitutivism because of its promise

to ground normative features in non-normative constitutive ones, the realist elements of

Stern’s view would be anathema. By contrast, as Silverstein suggests, they may find a more

attractive hybrid account in attempting to supplement constitutivism as a normative theory

with an expressivist theory of meta-normativity.52

Likewise, we also need to calibrate our standards of success for a constitutivist theory

by paying attention to its scope and domain. A narrow and domain-restricted version will

have a much lower explanatory burden than a wide and domain-general version. We should

also not rule out the possibility of dependence relations that may cross from one domain of

normative features into a different domain of constitutive features (e.g., from the epistemic

or ethical to the practical domain in general).

With these points in mind, one methodological approach (as discussed in chapter 5) is a

reforming approach. A reforming approach proposes an account of the relevant philosophical

concept or thesis (such as good or, in this case, gcs) and tries to expand its scope and role

outward so that it does most, if not all, of the work that themost ambitious version of it hopes

to achieve. While it may turn out to fall short of those lofty standards on the basis of an edge

case, it would nonetheless provide a serviceable account that would make a contribution for

most cases. For example, even if it turns out that a completely wide and fully domain-general

meta-normative theory is not possible, we may still use it as a regulative ideal by which we

52 Silverstein, “Teleology and Normativity.”
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adjust a theory to cover more territory over time.

1.5. Constitutive to Normative

Constitutivism’s namesake comes from its goal of explaining normative features in terms of

their dependence on constitutive ones. To understand constitutivism, then, it is important

to have a clearer view of what constitutive is and how constitutive is related to normative. In

this section, I will sketch out some of the basic contours for understanding constitutive as

well as for how we move from constitutive to normative and what standards any successful

constitutivist theory must meet in specifying this relation.

In addition to my introductory purpose, my argumentative goal in this section is offering

a framework for a distinctive account of the relationship between the constitutive and the

normative. I will argue that normative features are grounded in constitutive features. Ground-

ing relations, I will argue, provide us with an adequate account of explanatory necessity

for constitutive features in relation to normative ones. Yet, at the same time, if normative

features are grounded in constitutive features, then we should temper our expectations about

what we can derive analytically or a priori from constitutive features on their own. Although

there may be cases in which we can indeed derive or generate normative features from

constitutive ones, I argue that expecting that this will be the case for all relations between

the constitutive and the normative is mistaken. Rather than deriving normative features from

constitutive features, we can offer justificatory explanations of normative features as grounded

in constitutive ones.53 This alternative account of the relation between the constitutive and

53 This is compatible with some normative features being generated or derived from con-
stitutive ones, of course.
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the normative enables a more flexible, dynamic approach to my sociohistorical account of

agency in the following chapters.54

1.5.1. Constitutive

Constitutive features are those features that make something the kind of thing that it is. If

kind K has constitutive feature C, then (i) any member M of kind K will necessarily have

feature F as a K and (ii) and having Fwill be centrally (essentially or intrinsically) what makes

being K the activity in which M is engaged as a K.55 The first part expresses a necessity

relation between a constitutive feature of a kind and members of that kind, and the second

part specifies the mode of that necessity in terms of the essence or intrinsic form of that

kind.

A common way of thinking about constitutive features is in terms of the in-virtue-of

relation between constitutive features and membership in a kind. For example, Korsgaard

holds that constitutive standards are those that “apply to a thing simply in virtue of its being

the kind of thing that it is.”56 To return to our house example, any entity that is a member of

the kind house will necessarily have the function providing shelter, and providing shelter will

be essentially or intrinsically part of what makes that entity a house.57 In other words, an

54 In this sense, a grounding approach is closer to the owl of Minerva taking flight at dusk
than a generative or deductive approach is.

55 This is distinct from saying thatM has feature F necessarily in general: clay can have the
form of a statue and, as a statue, it has statue-form necessarily, but the clay does not
necessarily have to have that statue-form qua clay.

56 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 28.
57 To be clear, there is a distinction between having a function and performing that function.

A knife may have the function of cutting but be so dulled with use that it cannot perform
that function.
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entity has the constitutive feature of providing shelter in virtue of being a house.

The two elements of the above account of a constitutive feature attempt to make sense

of how different authors specify what it is to be constitutive. For example, Paul Katsafanas

holds that what is “special about constitutive aims [of an activity]” is that they are “intrinsic to

the activity in question.”58 Furthermore, Katsafanas defines a constitutive aim in two parts:

when some A constitutively aims at a goal G, then (i) “each token of A aims at G” and (ii)

“aiming at G is part of what constitutes an attitude or event as a token of A.”59 Following the

above characterization, the first part (i) can be understood as specifying a necessity relation,

whereas the second part (ii) expresses that such necessity involves internal, intrinsic standards

belonging to the form of activity. Similarly, Korsgaard holds that a constitutive feature makes

an instance into a member of its kind by providing a formal, teleological organization to the

matter of a member of that kind such that it can engage in the characteristic activity of that

kind. Houses, for example, are transformed from “heaps” of building material into houses by

having a formal arrangement that allows them to realize the function of providing shelter.

Exactly what it means forM to have feature F as a K is contested. Some hold a threshold

account according to which having F as a Kmeans possessing F to at least the minimum

threshold required to be a K. As we will see shortly, others, such as Kathryn Lindeman, argue

that threshold accounts of constitutive features are mistaken because they generate counter-

intuitive theoretical results. On a competing view, the possession of F as a constitutive feature

is not a matter of degree, but, rather, the fulfillment of the normative standards set by that

feature (which itself is either possessed or not) are a matter of degree. For example, a kitchen

58 Katsafanas, Agency and the Foundations of Ethics, 39.
59 Katsafanas, 39.
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knife has the constitutive function of cutting food and we can say that all kitchen knives

have this function and they have this function completely. However, while all kitchen knives

have the constitutive function of cutting food, not all kitchen knives perform that function

equally well.60 By contrast, a threshold view may say that the substandard knife minimally

has that function but does not fully have that function in virtue of its poor performance. Yet,

on both kinds of accounts (threshold and non-threshold), kitchen knives necessarily have the

constitutive function of cutting. Not only do they have this constitutive function of cutting

food, but this function is a central part (essentially or intrinsically) of what makes being a

kitchen knife what a kitchen knife is. We can contrast this, for example, with, say, a bayonet.

While it may turn out to be the case that all bayonets are capable of cutting food (satisfying,

at least extensionally, some version of the necessity claim), having the constitutive function of

cutting food is not part of what makes a bayonet a bayonet. Thus, for some feature F to be

constitutive of kind K it must be not only possessed necessarily by anyM who is a K but it

must be a central part of what makesM a K. I expressed this centrality relation above in

terms of essential or intrinsic. The idea here is that the relationship betweenM having F and

M being K cannot be merely contingent or extrinsic. Rather, there must be some kind of

inextricable relationship between the two.61

60 I will discuss the details of functions more in the theoretical framework of chapter 4.
61 Exactly how we classify the modal operators here may vary. For example, let’s say

that there are two ways of being a member of Club Philosophy. The first way is to be
continuously endorsed for membership by someone with the title Fancy Philosopher who
is already in the club and the second is to publish 75 articles in the journal Philosophy
Grind. Suppose that a club member was a member in virtue of being endorsed by a Fancy
Philosopher but that Fancy Philosopher retracts that endorsement exactly at the same time
t the club member publishes the 75th article in Philosophy Grind. At t – 1, being endorsed
by a Fancy Philosopher is constitutive of the club member being a member of the club
while at t + 1 it is not but having published 75+ articles in Philosophy Grind is. Being
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One way that we may helpfully understand the notion of a constitutive feature is in terms

of a grounding relation. Grounding relations satisfy both the above elements of a constitutive

feature. Grounding relations are relations of necessity but they are also, in Kit Fine’s term,

relations of “explanatory or determinative connection.”62 For example, as Fine notes, while

“it is necessary…that if it is snowing then 2 + 2 = 4” but this mathematical fact that “2 + 2 = 4

does not obtain in virtue of the fact that it is snowing.”63 For the in-virtue-of relation, as Fine

notes, we need a connection that explains the “movement or determination” between the

grounds and the grounded. Fine characterizes this as a “constitutive form of determination”

rather than a causal one (my emphasis).64 To put it in our terms, this form of determination

explains why something (the grounded) is the kind of thing it is in terms those features that

constitute it as the kind of thing it is (the grounds). Consider, for example, the case of houses.

Some entity H being a house is grounded in its possession of feature(s) F (e.g., providing

shelter) that jointly determine and explain what it is to be a house at all.

One advantage to approaching constitutive in terms of grounding is that grounding rela-

endorsed by a Fancy Philosopher cannot then be essential to club membership because
it is multiply realizable. What should we say about such disjunctive cases and do they
undermine the second criterion? I think that we can say that satisfying the disjunctive
criteria for kind membership is essential to being a member of the club and that the
way that this is satisfied expresses the form of membership in the club (endorsement
or publication). Such disjunctive properties may be odd, but there is no reason to think
that we cannot adequately account for constitutive features for disjunctive kinds.

62 Kit Fine, “Guide to Ground,” chap. 1 inMetaphysical Grounding: Understanding the Structure
of Reality, ed. FabriceCorreia andBenjamin Schnieder (Cambridge: CambridgeUniversity
Press, 2012), 37.

63 Fine, 37.
64 Fine, 37. When I make a distinction between weakly social and strongly social versions

of agential constitutivism, I argue that merely having a contingent (in causal terms)
constitution as social is insufficient to make a theory strongly social. By contrast, I have
something like Fine’s constitutive form of determination in mind with respect to the
relation between sociality and agency.
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tions can provide us with an ordered, hierarchical metaphysical view with an appropriate

fineness of grain.65 According to Jonathan Schaffer’s influential account of grounding, dif-

ferent kinds (or categories) are “determined by the grounding relations” in which they stand,

which are ordered and hierarchical in terms of the dependence of one kind of thing on

another.66These grounding relations are relations of dependence: for F to be grounded in C

involves F to be (necessarily) dependent upon C in terms of metaphysical priority. Thus, it is

easier to explain why the constitutive features of a kind transmit their characteristics down

the classificatory chain.

There are a variety of different kinds of grounding relations that are possible, and these

are useful in specifying constitutivist theories. For example, Fine makes a helpful distinction

between what he calls full and partial grounds. A ground is full when it is sufficient for

grounding the grounded, while a partial ground is one that it is relevant to grounding the

grounded but is not sufficient for doing so.67 Within these, Fine distinguishes between strict

and weak varieties. For example, P is a strict partial ground of Q when, together with other

grounds, it will ground Q, whereas it is a weak partial ground if it will possibly do so.68 By

introducing such distinctions (among others) in terms of grounding, constitutivists are able

to specify their theory with added fineness of grain (as we will also see in the following

65 For an example of this, see Jonathan Schaffer’s “On What Grounds What,” inMetameta-
physics: NewEssays on the Foundations of Ontology: NewEssays on the Foundations of Ontology,
ed. David John Chalmers, David Manley, and Ryan Wasserman (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2009), 347–83.

66 Schaffer, 355.
67 Fine, “Guide to Ground,” 50. Fine puts it like this: “A,B is a full ground for A ∧ B, each

of which will be a partial ground for A ∧ B.”
68 Fine, 50.
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subsection with the discussion of brute relativity).69

These kinds of features is exactly the kind of relation that constitutivists need at two

points in their theory: first, in dealing with constitutive itself and, second, when dealing with

the constitutive–normative relation. When we are dealing with constitutive itself, we are dealing

with the grounding relation between the constitutive features of a kind and the kind itself.

This is the relationship between providing shelter and the kind house. What a kind is as a kind

is grounded in those features. In terms of my definition above, we can put it like this: (i)M

being a K is grounded inM having feature(s) F, where (ii) having F is what grounds (fully or

partially) kind K as a K (where K is the activity in whichM is engaged as a K).70

Second, there is the relation between the normative features and the constitutive ones,

and these may vary according to the kind of feature at issue. For example, if one constitutive

feature is an aim then how normativity is grounded in that kind of feature will likely be

different from how normativity is grounded in a principle. For example, we might think that

the normativity of a constitutive aim is grounded in the teleological organization of an entity,

whereas a principle may be grounded non-teleologically.71 Another way of putting this point

is that there is a distinction between what makes an entity a member of a kind in terms of

constitutive features and what makes it such that those constitutive features are normative

69 It is not possible here to survey all the of relevant kinds of grounding relations. What I
want to gesture toward here, however, is that just because x is a ground of (or constitutive
of) y does not imply that x on its own entails y in an analytic or other strict sense.

70 A note on my language of activity here: I mean “activity” broadly and this includes, as
Aryeh Kosman calls it, “the activity of being.” See Aryeh Kosman,The Activity of Being:
An Essay on Aristotle’s Ontology (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013).

71 Kenneth Walden makes a point along these lines in explaining why he avoids talk of
aims in his version of constitutivism. See Walden, “Laws of Nature, Laws of Freedom,
and the Social Construction of Normativity.”
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for members of that kind.

The upshot of this is that grounding relations are adequate for the description of the

relationship of constitutive features to their kinds, the relationship of members of those

kinds to the constitutive features, and how the normative features applying to members of

those kinds are related to the constitutive ones. A grounding relation offers more flexibility

in terms of specifying this relation and, while allowing us to retain the constitutive form of

determination, it frees us from the presupposition that we must be able to derive or generate

the normative features from bare concept of the kind. Rather, if we can show how the

normative features are grounded in the constitutive features of a kind (even if we could not

derive this from the bare concept of the kind itself), then this should be sufficient to show

that those normative features do in fact apply to the members of the kind.

1.5.2. Transitioning from Constitutive to Normative

What is the relation between constitutive features and normative ones? In gcs, we saw that

this is a relation of dependence (R) and, in the previous section, I suggested that it may be

helpful to think about both constitutive features themselves and normative features in terms

of grounding. In this section, I will go deeper into the relationship between the constitutive

and the normative. First, I will outline some of the common ways that constitutivists attempt

tomake sense of the relationship between the constitutive and the normative, and, in addition

to that, the standards of success that any constitutivist account of this relation must meet.

Second, I will argue that we should revise some common meta-constitutivist assumptions

about the relationship between the constitutive and the normative, and I will explain how
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a grounding-based approach (as explored in the previous section) may help us to do that.

Finally, I will offer a specific meta-constitutivist view (drawing on Hegelianism) that allows

us to meet the standards required for any account of the constitutive–normative relation

while providing for the flexibility that my social, dynamic view will require.

1.5.3. Kinds

According to gcs, constitutivism holds that both the normative features and the constitutive

features belong to kinds. This is because kinds are central pillars for constitutivists in bridging

the gap between the constitutive and the normative.

What Judith Jarvis Thomson calls goodness-fixing kinds are especially important here. A

goodness-fixing kind, as Judith Jarvis Thomson explains it, is a kind with the following

property: “what being a [kind] K is itself sets the standards that a K has to meet if it is

to be good qua K.”72 For example, being a heart (as an organ that pumps blood) sets the

standard for a good heart (something that pumps blood well). This is in distinction to other,

non-goodness-fixing kinds where there the kind itself does not set the standard of goodness

for instances of that kind.73 Thomson explains that functional kinds, such as toasters, are

goodness-fixing kinds in virtue of their function. A good toaster is one that toasts well.

The example of house is one such example that we have already seen. Likewise, Thomson

says, there are non-functional kinds that are also goodness-fixing, such as tiger. There is no

72 Judith Jarvis Thomson, Normativity (Chicago: Open Court, 2008), 21.
73 Thomson contrasts goodness-fixing kinds with kinds, such as pebble or smudge, that do

not fix goodness. There is nothing in the definition or nature of pebbles or smudges,
Thomson holds, that make them good or bad qua pebbles or smudges. They may be good
for certain things but they are not good qua their kind.
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function that a tiger has in addition to being a tiger: “being good qua tiger…consists in being

a well-grown member of the species ‘tiger.”’74

The appeal of goodness-fixing kinds for constitutivists should be clear. Goodness-fixing

kinds are those for which what the kind is—that is, what its constitutive features are—set

the standards for how members of that kind should be—that is, what its normative features

are. Indeed, Michael Smith holds that we can define constitutivism itself only by reference

to goodness-fixing kinds: “In general, an account of some normative fact is constitutivist

when the account explains that normative fact in terms of some goodness-fixing kind[.]”75

One helpful point to draw out inThomson’s characterization of goodness-fixing kinds

involves the distinction between attributive and predicative. Goodness-fixing kinds are those

for which “[t]here is such a property as being good qua K if and only if K is a goodness-fixing

kind.” Thomson draws this from Peter Geach’s account of attributive and predicative: in “a

phrase ‘an A B’ (‘A’ being an adjective and ‘B’ being a noun) ‘A’ is a (logically) predicative

adjective if the predication ‘is an A B’ splits up logically into a pair of predications ‘is a B’

and ‘is A’; otherwise I shall say that ‘A’ is a (logically) attributive adjective.”76 For example,

Geach notes that you cannot split up phrases like is a big mouse into is big and is a mouse

(as the mouse may be big quamouse but small otherwise) whereas you can split up is a red

car into is red and is a car. Geach holds that good and bad are attributive, not predicative,

74 Thomson, Normativity, 20. This characterization of function is at odds with my interpreta-
tion and that of Korsgaard, as discussed in chapter 4, where I agree with Korsgaard that
the function of living beings is to engage in a certain sort of self-constitution.

75 Smith continues that we can understand the normative/meta-normative distinction
discussed above in these terms: “the account is fully reductive when the specification of
the ordering that that kind generates can be given in wholly non-normative terms.” See
Smith, “Constitutivism,” 373.

76 Peter Geach, “Good and Evil,” Analysis 17, no. 2 (1956): 33.
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adjectives: “there is no such thing as being just good or bad, there is only being a good or

bad so-and-so.”77 What Thomson draws from Geach here is that, because good is attributive

rather than predicative, to say that “x is a good K” cannot be understood as the conjunction

of two separate predications: “x is good” and “x is a K.” Rather, the goodness of x has to be

understood in terms of the relevant kind K.

All self-identified constitutivists, at least as far as I am aware, specify both the constitutive

and normative features in terms of some goodness-fixing kind. While many versions of

constitutivism specify this kind as agency, agent, or action (as I discuss in §1.6), constitutivist

accounts may also be offered of other non-agential kinds (as we saw in §1.3, this includes, as

Smith notes, kinds like discourse or valuer, or, as Lavin notes, species). Thus, constitutivists will

tend to avoid giving non-kind-indexed accounts of good simpliciter.78 There are two relevant

77 Geach, 34. For example, I am a such a bad singer that I do not sing. It is true to say
of me “he is a bad singer” but this cannot be broken up into “he is bad” and “he is a
singer.” Likewise, for good, someone may be a good assassin but we cannot split up such
a predication into “is good” and “is an assassin.”

78 Augusto Salazar Bondy provides a similar account of value but with distinctive additions
that may be of interest from a constitutivist perspective. According to Salazar Bondy’s
analysis of the attribution of value, we attribute value with reference to valuative criteria
(usually for kinds), which, on his view, are implicitly shareable (and that we demand to
be shared) universally. These valuative criteria are based on what he calls patterns of
valuation that set valuative criteria for kinds (among other things), and this is similar
to the attributive valuations of goodness-fixing kinds. Salazar Bondy goes beyond the
accounts given here, however, in a focus on the connection between value and praxis.
For Salazar Bondy, patterns of valuation transcendentally constitute the world of praxis
by making objects of praxis (such as actions and their terms, like ends) available to us
as agents. Insofar as a valuative pattern renders us unfree (specifically in the sense of
being dominated by others), we ought to reject it in place of a new protovaluation that we
freely determine for ourselves. Thus, for Salazar Bondy, our valuations transcendentally
determine the shape of the world of praxis but the implicit (and, in my view, constitutive)
aims of non-dominated praxis place limits on our “authentic” valuing. (To be clear,
Salazar Bondy does not put it explicitly in terms of “constitutive” features of agency,
but I think the overall shape of his mature philosophy of value is consistent with this
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upshots of this. First, in developing my own social account of agency in chapter 3, I rely

on kind-indexed specifications of agency at various places. For example, I argue evaluative

recognition involves the assignment of a recognitive status to the recognizee and that this

recognitive status is kind-indexed (chapter 3), and I also argue that social self-constitution

is likewise kind-indexed to social roles or descriptions as concrete realizations of agency

(chapter 4).79

Lastly, the implications of the combined views of Geach, Thomson, and Smith are sig-

nificant from a meta-constitutivist point of view. If (1) following Geach, good is attributive;

(2) followingThomson, attributions of good to a member of a kind are based what that kind

is; and (3) following Smith, an account is constitutivist when it explains normative facts in

terms of (2), then it would follow from (1)–(3) that any theory that explains what it is to be a

good Kmust be constitutivist.80

reading.) On my reading of Salazar Bondy’s view, he is here working from both ends:
from the direction of value to praxis and from the direction of value to a revaluation of
values in terms of praxis. For Salazar Bondy’s work on value, see Augusto Salazar Bondy,
Para una filosofía del valor, ed. Jesús Navarro Reyes, Heteroclásica (1971; Santiago de
Chile: Editorial universitaria, 2010), especially “La experiencia del valor” (notably §2), “La
plurivocidad del bueno,” and “El problema del valor in el primer Wittgenstein.” For my
account of the development of his view, see Clark R. Donley, “Augusto Salazar Bondy’s
Philosophy of Value,” chap. 11 in Comparative Metaethics: Neglected Perspectives on the
Foundations of Morality, ed. Colin Marshall (New York: Routledge, 2019), 213–35.

79 More specifically, I hold that the relevant type of kind is a sortal and I call such statuses
sortal recognitive statuses.

80 One of the major objections to constitutivism (see chapter 5) is an open-question-style
objection where an agent asks of some constitutive feature “But is it good?” At this point,
we may simply note that one possible line of response to this will be methodological: if
good is kind-indexed (directly or indirectly), then asking if something is good simpliciter
may not make sense as a challenge.
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1.5.4. Constitutive Features

The general constitutivist schema specifies that normative features of a kind depend

on its constitutive features (or those of a very closely related kind). In this section, I want

to provide an overview of the options for specifying different kinds of features in both the

normative and constitutive places of gcs. These features, as we will see, (1) must satisfy

certain minimum requirements in order to fulfill the appropriate role in a constitutivist

theory, and (2) have varying theoretical strengths and weaknesses that need to be balanced in

the selection of them for a constitutivist theory.81

A constitutivist theory, as an adequate interpretation of gcs, should specify which kinds

of constitutive features it relies upon. However, not any kind of constitutive feature will

be adequate for this purpose given the relation that those constitutive features must have

to normative ones. Even so, there are a wide variety of plausible options available to the

constitutivist, and, in this section, I want to provide a brief survey of some of the requirements

on and characteristics of these varying constitutive features.82

It will be helpful to set out some minimal requirements on constitutive features. Most

importantly, constitutive features have to be such that the relevant normative features can

bear the proper dependence relation (R) to them. If a kind of constitutive feature squeezes

out any room for error (as I discuss in §1.5.5), then it won’t be an adequate kind of feature

81 For example, in the section following this one, I focus on the importance of selecting
constitutive features that make room for error and thus for normative correction of
defective kind members.

82 While my discussion of the different features will be not be exhaustive, I will provide a
more thorough account of two kinds of constitutive features—structures and functions—
in later chapters.
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on its own for a constitutivist theory. For example, as we will see in §1.5.5, some kinds of

constitutive feature make it impossible for normative features to depend solely on them.

A given substance either has the constitutive property of atomic number 79 and thus gold

or it doesn’t have that property and isn’t gold. There is no such thing as “defective” gold

with atomic number 78, which is platinum.83 Generally speaking, simple properties which

either are or are not possessed are not adequate on their own for a constitutivist theory. I

should emphasize here the on their own qualification of this. A relatively simple property

(such as having atomic number 79) may turn out to be a partial ground which, in conjunction

with another partial ground, may adequate for a normativity-grounding constitutive feature

(or set of features). For example, a constitutive function F of a kind Kmay only be realizable

if members of that kind possess property P because of the unique contribution that Pmakes

to constitutive function F. P by itself may be a normatively inert constitutive feature of K

but, in combination with another constitutive feature, F, P serves as a partial ground for

the normative features relevant to members of the kind. Thus, even if there is a constitutive

feature (such as a relatively simple property) that is not capable of grounding the relevant

normative features by itself but it may still be normatively relevant in other cases.84

83 See my account Alznauer’s discussion of this example in §1.5.7.
84 Aswewill see, one example that is relevant for agency is cognitive capacity. To be an agent

of a certain kind requires a minimum cognitive capacity but, on the account that I give,
this is merely necessary but not sufficient for being an agent. See chapter 2, especially
the discussion of the lonely islander in §2.3.1.1 and §2.4.1.
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1.5.4.1. Aims

Constitutive aims are probably the most common kind of constitutive feature in the literature.

The standard conception of an aim is a teleological one where an aim is toward some end,

goal, or target. For example, checkmate is the constitutive aim of chess in the sense that it is

the goal that those playing chess have. Insofar as chess-players are engaged in playing chess,

they are normatively regulated by this aim. They have a reason to make chess moves that

bring them closer to realizing the aim and to avoid ones that would prevent its realization.

Furthermore, a constitutive aim of a kind can be normatively significant in that a kind

member’s progress (or a lack of it) toward may serve as grounds for the evaluation of a

member of that kind. For example, a chess player who consistently realizes the aim of

checkmate (against challenging opponents) is a better chess-player than one who fails to

realize such an aim.

In the following section, we see that an important concern for constitutivists involves

making sufficient room for error. Constitutive aims are able to do this with the following

distinction: there is a difference between having an aim and realizing that aim. All chess-

players, as chess-players, have the aim of checkmate but it is logically impossible for them to

all realize that aim in all of their games. Because there is a gap between having an aim and

realizing an aim, we can explain why it is that members of a kind can have an aim despite

not realizing that aim or only partially realizing that aim.

Constitutive aims are also helpful because, so the constitutivist hopes, they can explain

motivational force. For example, if I have the aim of checkmating you, then it is likely that I

will be motivated to realize that aim in virtue of the fact that I am already committed to or
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motivated to play chess. If this is so, then I can explain, so the constitutivist hopes, both

why I have a normative reason to checkmate you and a motivating reason to checkmate you,

each of which is explained by my commitment to the constitutive aim of the game that I am

playing.85

1.5.4.2. Functions

Constitutive functions are a second kind of constitutive feature. To specify a constitutive

function is to specify the characteristic kind of work or activity that members of that kind

carry out as members of that kind with respect to an end. While constitutive aims also involve

the specification of an end, what is crucial for functions is the specification of a kind of activity

of work in relation to that end. That is, it is not enough to simply realize that end, but the

realization of that end must take place through a certain type of activity (as the exercise or

actualization of a capacity).

Like aims, functions are able to ground normative features for the kinds of which they

are constitutive. Roughly, the idea is that, while something may have a function, it can

nonetheless fail to adequately perform that function. For example, my vacuum cleaner has

the function of cleaning my floors but one day it broke and, instead of cleaning my floors, it

spewed dust all over them. It did not cease to be a vacuum cleaner at that point just because it

was not performing its constitutive function, but rather it was a defective or malfunctioning

85 Nonetheless, there are critics of this conception of aims. For example, Keshav Singh
has recently argued that the teleological conception have aims has three problems: (1) it
presupposes normativity, (2) constitutive aims only have very limited explanatory range,
and (3) there is often confusion about who or what possesses the aim (i.e., an agent or
an action or attitude) and this causes problems for the constitutivist. See Keshav Singh,
“What’s in an Aim?” (Unpublished manuscript, 2020).
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vacuum cleaner.86 There are at least two ways to specify malfunction here: first, there is a

non-realization of the end that belongs to the function; second, there may be some form of

defect in the activity that the function uses to get to that end. For example, consider a car

that is on its last legs: while it can go from point A to point B, it goes extremely slowly and

regularly breaks down. While it can perform the function of transporting people from point

to point, it performs that activity poorly.

Here I think that it is helpful to draw on some of the important distinctions that Aristotle

makes regarding functions. First, I want to highlight two important elements—ends and

activities—of functions by drawing on Aristotle’s view of the nature of a function (what he

calls ἔργον). InMetaphysics Θ, Aristotle holds that “the function is the end, and the activity

is the function[.]”87 For example, the function and the activity of a heart is pumping blood and

this is both the heart’s end and its activity. Aristotle goes on to make a distinction between

two ways that activities and ends can be related to each other in functions: first, ends can

be an external product produced by the function’s activity. For example, the function of

house-building is not simply to engage in the never-ending activity of building for its own sake

but it is to produce a house as an external product. Aristotle contrasts this with functions

whose end is in activity itself. Aristotle gives the example of contemplation here: “in all

cases where there is not some other work beyond the activity, the activity is in the relevant

things—for example […] the contemplating in the one who contemplates.”88The function of

86 Exactly how to account for error and malfunctioning turns out to be somewhat compli-
cated. See my more extensive discussion of this in §4.2.

87 Aristotle,Metaphysics, trans. C.D.C. Reeve (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Com-
pany, 2016), 1051a21.

88 Aristotle, 1051a35–6.
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contemplation is not an external product, but rather it is in the activity itself.

We can call Aristotle’s distinction here as that between heterotelic functions (whose end

involves a product external to the activity itself) and autotelic functions (whose end consists

in the activity itself). Kathryn Lindeman has recently argued that the distinction between

these two kinds of functions is important for understanding constitutivism.89 Heterotelic

functions have what Lindeman calls restricted robustness whereas autotelic functions have

unrestricted robustness. Robustness here relates to the self-maintenance of the capacities

required for the activity of the function. Restricted robustness holds that the capacities only

need to engage in self-maintenance until the external product that is the end of the function

is produced.90 Autotelic functions, by contrast, have unrestricted robustness. Because their

end is in the activity of the function itself, there is no natural stopping point for these kinds

of functions. For example, in the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle refers to contemplation

as “the most continuous activity” and holds that “nothing arises from it beyond having

contemplated.”91 One of the reasons that contemplation is, on Aristotle’s view, the most

89 Kathryn Lindeman, “Functional Constitutivism’s Misunderstood Resources: A Limited
Defense of Smith’s Constitutivism,” Ethics 130, no. 1 (October 2019): 79–91. Lindeman,
drawing on Kieran Setiya, refers to what I call “heterotelic” functions as simply “telic”
functions and autotelic functions as atelic functions. I think that this terminology should
be dispreferred in this case because, at least for the cases Lindeman and others discuss,
so-called “atelic” functions do in fact have an end, which makes them telic, but the end
is in themselves (autotelic) rather than in a product that they produced externally to
themselves (heterotelic). For Setiya’s discussion, see Kieran Setiya, “The Midlife Crisis,”
Philosopher’s Imprint 14, no. 31 (2014), http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.3521354.0014.031.

90 The example that is given here is that of a missile: the function of a missile is to destroy
its target, but, as it performs that function, it destroys itself. While the missile needs to
have sufficient robustness to reach its target, there is nothing in the function of a missile
itself that requires its on-going self-maintenance after its destruction.

91 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. C.D.C. Reeve (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing
Company, 2014), 1177a20–5; 1177b1.
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continuous activity is because it is autotelic: there is no natural stopping point in terms of

an external product that defines where it must end.92

The failure to observe this distinction between heterotelic functions and autotelic func-

tions has, as Lindeman notes, led some critics to underestimate the resources of consti-

tutivism. For example, while it is true that some heterotelic functions do have restricted

robustness, we should not be led to conclude that all such functions are the same in that

regard. For a function that is autotelic, on-going self-maintenance is part of its function since

its function is to just keep performing its characteristic activity. One kind, as Lindeman

notes, that would plausibly have such a function is agency:

Because agentive capacities make ongoing contributions to an atelic [autotelic]93

function, there will be no point after which they need not maintain their ability to

contribute. So, the unrestricted robustness thesis is true of agentive capacities.94

While I will discuss this idea later in more depth with respect to agency (especially in

chapter 4), it is useful to highlight to that it is not enough for constitutivists to show that

there is a constitutive function that belongs to the relevant kind. If that function is going

to do the right kind of normative work for what the constitutivist has in mind, then that

function needs to be the right sort of function (whether heterotelic or autotelic).95

92 The corresponding distinction here would be between ενέργεια for autotelic and κίνησις
for heterotelic, as noted in Alexander P.D. Mourelatos, “Aristotle’s Kinêsis/Energeia Dis-
tinction: A marginal note on Kathleen Gill’s paper,” Canadian Journal of Philosophy 23, no.
3 (September 1993): 385–88.

93 See §1.5.4.2 for a note on this terminology.
94 Lindeman, “Functional Constitutivism’s Misunderstood Resources,” 87.
95 A second but more exploratory point: as I will discuss in chapter 5, one of the important

aims that agential constitutivists have is showing that agents cannot “escape” from
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As Aristotle famously in the Nicomachean Ethics, there is a close connection between

the good of a member of that kind (as that kind) and the performance its function: “in

general for whatever has some function and action, the good—the doing well—seems to

lie in the function.”96 We can put this in terms of the goodness-fixing kinds that we saw

earlier: for some kind K with constitutive function F, what it is to be for a memberM of K

to be a good K will consist inM performing the constitutive function F of kind K well. The

strong implication of this is that, for any kind with a constitutive function, that kind is (i) a

goodness-fixing kind and (ii) the good as that kind is fixed (at least in part) by the constitutive

function of that kind.

One of the notable disputes concerning Aristotle’s function argument in Nicomachean

Ethics I.7 concerns whether or not Aristotle needs to establish a function determining what is

a good member of that kind to what is good for a member of that kind, as these seem to come

apart. The constitutivist, likewise, will need a response to this worry. For example, even if

function F is constitutive of kind K, it seems open to members of K to ask, “Even if Fmakes

me good as a K, is it good forme (both as a K and more generally)?” (See the discussion of the

open-question interpretation of the shmagency objection in chapter 5.) There are two possible

lines of response to this by a constitutivist. The first is general: it would hold that there is a

more general type (e.g., agent) K which is the parent of K and puts restrictions on K, such

that any function of K that conflicts with what is good for a K will get ruled out, and we can

think of the challenge as implicitly specifying this general kind (“as a person” or “as a human

agency as an activity (thus making any normative standards from constitutive ones
binding). While various authors have discussed the jurisdiction of agency, few have
discussed the relationship between autotelic functions and normative inescapability.

96 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1098a25.
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being”). Yet, even so, this would merely move the challenge up one level. The constitutivist

would still have to show that what is good as this general type is good for its members. I

don’t think that there is any easy response to this kind of challenge without digging into a

specific constitutivist theory and how it specifies the constitutive function for a kind.

For functions, then, a constitutivist theory needs to meet the following standards. First,

the theory should set out the end that belongs to the function, and it should be clear about

whether or not that end is heterotelic or autotelic. Second, a theory should specify the nature

of the activity of the function and how that activity relates to an end. Third, the theory should

explain why a kind has the function it does and how members of that kind come to have that

function as well.97 Fourth, a constitutivist theory should offer an account of the function

in terms of a goodness-fixing kind, and it should clarify the relation of that goodness to its

bearer. If there is a possibility that goodness of and for members of that kind may come

apart in the performance of the function, then the constitutivist should, so far as necessary,

try to bridge that gap.

1.5.4.3. Desires and Drives

A set of constitutive features are conative and affective constitutive functions, such as desires

and drives, which apply to a limited range of kinds (such as agents). For example, consider

the desire for self-knowledge, such as in Velleman’s constitutivism.98 To have a desire for

97 As we will see, there is a dispute between various options here, such as an etiological
account of functions and a systems account of functions.

98 See J. David Velleman,The Possibility of Practical Reason (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2000) and J. David Velleman,HowWe Get Along (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2009).
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self-knowledge, on Velleman’s view, means that you also have the constitutive aim realizing

that desire. To realize that desire for self-knowledge is to realize the constitutive aim of

agency. How well an agent realizes this desire and this aim serves as a ground for normative

evaluation of agents qua agents. The constitutive desire explains why this aim gets not only a

normative grip on you but also a motivational grip. You are motivated to comply with the

normative standard set by the constitutive aim because you desire to realize this aim and

that desire is constitutive of who you are as a kind. If there is a constitutive desire of a kind,

then all members of that kind will possess it.

A similar kind of constitutive function is a drive. A drive, as Katsafanas characterizes

it, is a disposition that (i) “induce[s] affective orientations” and these “dispose the agent to

engage in particular forms of activity” (but they “do not dispose the agent to bring about

any determinate end”).99While desires are typically first for certain discrete ends (and then

deliberation determines the kind of action or activity likely to bring about that end), drives are

typically are not structured in this way. Rather, as Katsafanas explains, drives “continuously

seek expression” and they “aim at their characteristic forms of activity.”100 In this way, drives

are structured first by the form of activity and then they find objects so that they can undertake

that activity, and this restlessness for activity is unceasing. We can compare drives, then, to

functions: drives are unlike heterotelic functions in that drives do not have some product

whose realization is a natural stopping point for them; rather, drives are like autotelic

functions in the sense that they are continuous and on-going and are not ended by the

realization of an external product or the satisfaction of a discrete desire. More generally,

99 Katsafanas, Agency and the Foundations of Ethics, 166.
100 Katsafanas, 167, 168.

50



Katsafanas makes a broader distinction between two kinds of actions on these grounds:

process-direct and goal-directed. A goal-directed action aims at attaining some discrete or

particular goal whereas a process-directed action involves the undertaking of a “characteristic

form of activity.”101

How would drives set normative standards? Drives would set normative standards based

on whether or not the possessor of the drive effectively gives expression to that drive, which

is the aim of the drive. Giving expression to this drive will involve undertaking various

actions which, on their own, may have a discrete end, and realizing a series of these discrete

ends through this form of activity will count as expressing the drive. However, there are

cases where a drive may fail to be expressed due to a lack of relevant objects necessary for the

characteristic activity of the drive or because, even with the relevant object, the possessor of

the drive was not able to perform the activity characteristic of the drive. What causes the

failure to express the drive will determine the relevant normative evaluation. For example, it

is no defect of starving people that they cannot eat if there is a famine: the failure to express

the hunger drive by eating is due to a lack of an object due to circumstances out of their

control. By contrast, suppose that someone has a creative drive but is unwilling to develop

the necessary skills to express that drive. In that case, a negative normative evaluation of the

possessor of that drive (in terms of realizing the drive) is more appropriate.

One interesting possible combination here is what we might call a desiring-drive. A

desiring-drive is simply a drive to realize one’s desires. For instance, Michael Smith charac-

terizes an agent “as a functional kind, defined by the possession and exercise, to some degree

101 Katsafanas, 169.
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or other, of the capacities to know the world in which he lives and realize his desires in it.”102

Smith notes that this capacity for desire realization is supposed to be universal among (ideal-

ized) agents: “one that an idealized agent is supposed to have no matter what the content of

his desires turns out to be.”103 There are two related dominant and constitutive meta-desires

that an idealized agent, Smith holds, has: (i) non-interference with desire-realization (i.e.,

a “desire that he does not now interfere with his later exercise of his capacity to realize

his desires”) and (ii) helpfulness for desire-realization (i.e., “a dominant desire that he now

does what he can to help himself to later have the capacity to realize desires”).104 Having a

desire regarding the realization of these desires and undertaking any relevant actions may

be characterized, in Katsafanas’s term, as a drive and, more specifically, what I will call a

desiring-drive.

What lessons does this initial discussion of desires and drives show us? I think that we can

draw the following general lessons out of this. First, desires and drives highlight important

motivational elements of constitutivism (especially agential constitutivism, as discussed in

§1.6). An advantage of a desire or a drive, if it can be established as a constitutive feature, is

that it may help to provide an answer for why the agent should be motivated by any of the

normative features that come out of the constitutive desire or drive. Second, while desires

can explain motivational aspects of constitutive features, meta-normative constitutivists

102 Smith, “Agents and Patients,” 309.
103 Smith uses the term “idealized agents” instead of simply “agents” in developing his view

of constitutivism. See Smith, 311.
104 This is only a partial summary of Smith’s account and does not enter into the full ar-

gumentative details regarding the normative consequences of this initial view. As I’ve
put the point here, it may sound as though Smith is endorsing a form of orectic egoism,
which he is not. For more on Smith’s view of how this set of desires relates to helping
and not interfering with others, see Smith, 320ff.
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should be careful to avoid presupposing the normativity of desires themselves or they should

give an argument for why constitutive desires themselves provide reasons to agents. The

reason for this is that it is not clear that merely having a desire is sufficient for having a reason

to realize that desire, as it seems that I have many destructive or ill-advised desires that I

have no reason whatsoever to pursue.105 On this point, it will be helpful to clarify exactly

what the normative force of a desire is supposed to be. For example, we might think of the

distinction between Kant’s hypothetical, assertoric, and categorical imperatives. If a desire

is constitutive of our agency (e.g., suppose that, as human agents, we constitutively desire

happiness), it may be constitutive in a way that grounds an assertoric imperative but not a

categorical one. If so, then, at least on a Kantian picture, the normative force of that desire

would be limited, although we could explain why the desire and the associated imperative

have a stronger hold on us than other hypothetical imperatives (which are problematic, not

assertoric, and thus contingent).

Third, we can draw a general structural lesson from desires and drives in terms of goal-

oriented and process-oriented constitutive features. While not all constitutive features

must be immediately and directly goal-oriented (such as aims or heterotelic functions), it is

necessary to have some sort of internal telic structure to the process in order to both make it

intelligible as a process and to normatively evaluate it. However, the internal goals may be

set by drives, “meta-desires,” or desiring-drives. In these cases, they provide a telic structure

105 There are some strategies for dealing with this, of course. For example, we saw above that
Smith discusses what he calls “dominant coherence-inducing desires” (Smith, 318). For
example, someone may have a desire to engage in an activity that would cause significant
damage to their ability to realize other desires. Smith can explain why, on the basis
of that agent having a dominant cohere-inducing desire, the agent has a reason not to
realize that particular harmful desire.
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but not the particular telic content. We can think of these “meta-desires” as providing more

of a form of structural normativity than of substantive normativity (i.e., regarding particular

ends).

1.5.4.4. Principles and Laws

So far, I have primarily discussed teleological constitutive features, which are characterized

by their ends (whether heterotelic or autotelic). In addition to these, there are also non-

teleological constitutive features, such as principles and laws, which govern the relevant

kind.

We can distinguish between two ways that a principle can be a constitutive feature of

a kind: (1) actual conformity: instances of that kind must conform to the principle to be a

member of that kind and (2) regulatory governance: instances of that kind are governed by the

principle and must try to meet it in order to be a member of that kind. For constitutivists

who are looking to make space for normativity (see §1.5.5), a regulatory governance principle

will allow more space for normativity than the former. However, while regulatory governance

principles allow for more space for normativity when taken on their own, we saw in §1.5.4

that some constitutive features can be partial grounds for normative features which, when

combined with other constitutive features, allow for the generation of normativity, and it

may be open to constitutivists to specify a supplementary role for such principles in a given

theory.

One prominent example of the role of principles is Korsgaard’s view of the hypothetical

and categorical imperatives. Korsgaard holds that any agent who performs an action is
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committed to acting in a self-determined way (i.e., autonomously). A good agent is just one

who realizes autonomy through the efficacious performance of actions. To be efficacious,

we act according to the hypothetical imperative. To be autonomous, we act according to the

categorical imperative. The categorical imperative is the sole law of practical reason and

the hypothetical imperative “specifies the kind of law we are looking for—a causal law, a

practical law.”106The constitutive aim of agency is autonomy and its constitutive principle is

the categorical imperative, with efficacy and the hypothetical imperative playing a supporting

role. These are constitutive but also normative principles of action. Korsgaard thinks that

because agents aim at being efficacious and autonomous, an agent’s action must conform

to both the hypothetical and categorical imperatives, and any action that fails to do so will

mean that your action has failed and you, as an agent, have failed.107

This example shows how laws and principles apply to one specific kind: agency. We can,

however, take a more general view of principles. To do so, we can conceive of principles

as grounding the form of the object. On this view, for an member of a kind to count as a

member of that kind, it must exhibit a certain form, and to exhibit this form it must conform

to a principle concerning the organization of that form. The principle here is constitutive in

the sense that the satisfaction of the principle is what makes the thing the form that it is.

What general lessons should we take from this discussion of principles? I think that

there are three important ones. First, a challenge for any account involving a constitutive

principle will be trying to balance it being a constitutive feature with a normative feature. If

an account requires that a principle be fully satisfied for an object to be the kind of object

106 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 81.
107 Korsgaard, chap. 5.
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it is, then that object cannot but live up to that principle, and there is no room for error.

Second, one way of helping to make principles normative is by combining them with other

constitutive features of agency, such as aims, and showing how, in order to realize that aim,

you must conform to a principle.

1.5.4.5. Forms, Structures, and Relations

The last set of constitutive features that I want to discuss are forms, structures, and relations.

I will aim to keep this discussion (like the ones about aims and functions) relatively brief

here as I will provide a more detailed account of these kinds of features and an argument for

a specific version of them as constitutive features in the subsequent chapters.

It will be helpful here to start with the idea of a structure. As we have already seen, kinds

are central to the constitutivist project. We can individuate kinds based, Kathrin Koslicki

argues, in part through their structures. Whether or not a candidate member for a particular

kind is in fact a member of that kind will depend in part, on Koslicki’s view, on whether or

not that entity meets the structural requirements understood as formal components (such as

configuration, variety, or number of parts) for that kind. If this is right, then constitutivists

should be deeply interested in structure: it cannot just be the constitutive components of

possible agents or actions that determine whether or not they in fact are members of their

respective kind but the structure that they each have.

Roughly put, structures provide positions that can be occupied by other entities.108 In

108 This account draws heavily on Kathrin Koslicki,The Structure of Objects (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2008), 235ff. In chapter 3, I provide a more extensive engagement with
her work on structures.
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occupying a structure, these entities take up position with respect to other elements in the

structure (assuming there is more than one element in the structure). Kinds are individuated,

in part, by their structures, and the reason that kinds are individuated by structures is that

structures allow for some variation in which particular elements constitute a structure, as

long as those elementsmeet certain formal entry requirements or follow certain kinds of rules

of transformation as defined over the domain of the structure. Structures can be normative

and teleological relative to the characteristic activity or function of a kind. In other words, a

structure will allow for the parts of that kind to be arranged in such a way that the kind can

carry out its characteristic activity both intelligibly and successfully.

What about forms? Exactly how forms are differentiated from structures is controversial.

Some hold that structures are forms,109 whereas others argue that we should be careful to

separate the two.110 One potential distinction that wemay draw is the following: (i) structures

concern the quantitative configuration of the elements that are members of each other,

whereas (ii) forms are principles that the structure must satisfy and these principles may

include both quantitative and non-quantitative components.111 Whether or not we adhere to

this notion of structure as purely quantitative or not, I think it is clear that, whatever our

conception of structure, it will be helpful to specify the role the principles (quantitative and

non-quantitative) have in determining what makes a given structure the structure that it

is.112

109 Koslicki.
110 David S. Oderberg, “Is Form Structure?,” in Neo-Aristotelian Perspectives in Metaphysics,

ed. Lukáš Novák Daniel D. Novotný (New York: Routledge, 2014), 164–80.
111 For my elaboration on the distinction between structures, forms, and shapes in the

context of the diachronic development of the structure of recognition, see §3.4.2.
112 Yet this interpretation of forms as essentially involving principles is not entirely uncon-
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For constitutivists, then, structures should be attractive as a potential kind of constitutive

feature: they bear the close relationship to kinds necessary for explaining why they are in

fact constitutive of those kinds, and, at the same time, they have the ability to generate or

ground normative content for the kinds that they structure in relation to both functions and

principles (depending on how we see structure related to form). Furthermore, structures are

flexible in providing places where other objects can occupy a position as long as theymeet the

formal requirements for occupying that position. (For example, see the discussion of < belief,

desire > structures in §3.3.1. The reason that this is an advantage for the constitutivist is that,

if we can generate or ground norms in constitutive structures, then we can accommodate a

wide-range of variability in the elements of those structures, as long as the elements meet

the relevant formal or type-based requirements.

As we saw with principles, however, structures can require supplementation in order

to be normatively powerful. For structures, one of the most important elements is their

relation to constitutive functions. Structures are arrangements or configurations of elements

(meeting certain requirements) indexed to their function of a characteristic activity, and we

can explain why an instantiation of a structure is defective insofar as it performs the relevant

characteristic function poorly. Thus, there is a relation between structures and forms. For

Aristotle, the notion of form or structure of a kind of entity is relative to the characteristic

activity of that entity: the parts of that entity must be present and structured in such a way

that the entity is able to perform its characteristic function or carry out its characteristic

troversial. For example, some might hold that forms are more like activities or processes
than they are like structures composed of principles. For one side of this dispute, see
John Heil, “Hylomorphism: What’s not to like?,” Synthese, April 2018,
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activity. Aristotle considered this to be normative for entities of a certain kind. As Koslicki

explains, Aristotle held the view that such entities ought to be understood as structured wholes:

“a certain number and variety of parts which they ought not to be missing if they are to be

normalmembers of the species to which they belong” and these parts, when arranged in a

suitable structure together, “allow each object to carry out its characteristic activity best.”113

Constitutive relations are those relations that a member of a kind (or a part of a member

of that kind) must stand in as a member of that kind. We can distinguish between two kinds

of relations: internal and external. Internal relations concern the relations of a part within a

whole. For example, how the component parts of a heart are related to each other to form the

intrinsic structure of the heart, whereas external relations would be those that the heart has

to other parts of the body or to entities outside the body. It is generally uncontroversial that

constitutive features can involve internal relations insofar as internal relations clearly are

part of what make up the intrinsic structure and form of the relevant kind. Whether or not

external relations can be constitutive is a matter of some dispute. In chapter 3, I argue that

they can be constitutive. For example, to be a friend you must stand in the relation friend to

another person. How the normative standards for that kind are established may, like with

some of the other features that we have seen above, depend on supplementation by other

constitutive features, such as functions, aims, or principles.

In the previous five subsections, I have set out some of the basic concepts of the constitu-

tive features—aims, functions, principles, desires, drives, structures, forms, and relations—

that may be included as part of the specification of gcs. While this is not an exhaustive

113 Koslicki,The Structure of Objects, 155.
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account, either in terms of the list of features or the options for specifying them, my hope

is that it provides a reasonably clear overview of some of the different options available to

constitutivists and that are currently popular (or sometimes overlooked) in the literature.114

From this discussion, we can set out a few important standards for constitutive features in

the context of a constitutive theory. First, as I will discuss more extensively in the following

section (§1.5.5), constitutive features need to be able to make space for normativity. Second,

where constitutive features are unable to ground normativity on their own, then there will

need to be a supplementary feature that, when combined with that feature, allows them

together to ground or generate normative features. Third, when constitutive features concern

agents, it is helpful if those features are able to explain why an agent should be committed to

realizing the ends or standards set out by those features, including both the reasons that an

agent would have for doing so and the relevant motivations attaching to those reasons.

1.5.5. Normativity and Room for Error

Constitutivism clearly requires a tight relation between the constitutive and the normative

as its aim is to explain why members of a given kind are governed by normative features

grounded in constitutive features. Without a tight connection (as we will see in chapter 5),

the normative features may fail to get a grip on their intended subject, even if that subject

meets the constitutive features of that kind. However, at the other end, we have to worry

about the relation between constitutive features and normative features being too tight. The

reason for this is that, if the constitutive and the normative are related too closely, then there

114 Other constitutive featuresmay include, say, powers, dispositions, reasons, commitments,
and so on.
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will be no space for error and thus no space for normative correction. Without this, then,

constitutivism would be unable to establish substantive or interesting normative standards.

We can put this problemmore explicitly like this. For anyM that is purportedly a member

of kind K, where K has constitutive feature C,M must either have C to be a member of K

or lack C, in which caseM is not a member of K.115 IfM has C, then it would seem thatM

has already met the constitutive requirement of being a K.116 Thus,M either would already

meet the standard or M would not be governed by it, but there would be no room for M to

both fail to meet the constitutive standard and to be governed by it at the same time. The

normative features coming out of constitutivism, then, must meet what Kathryn Lindeman

calls the standard of violability. Violability, as Lindeman puts it, is the following: “That a

norm applies to x and requires p does not logically or metaphysically imply that x satisfies

p.”117 If a constitutive feature does not allow for the normative feature it is supposed to

ground to satisfy violability, then that feature will not be able to do any normative work for

the theory.

115 See Katsafanas, Agency and the Foundations of Ethics, 61–67, Kieran Setiya, “Explaining
Action,”The Philosophical Review 112, no. 3 (July 2003): 374, and Peter Railton, “On the
Hypothetical and Non-Hypothetical in Reasoning about Belief and Action,” chap. 10
in Facts, Values, and Norms: Essays Toward a Morality of Consequence (1997; Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 293–321.

116 For example, if being an agent at all requires that I in fact follow the categorical im-
perative, then, if I am an agent, I follow the categorical imperative, and I have met the
normative standard of agency. (See Philip Clark, “Velleman’s Autonomism,” Ethics 111,
no. 3 (2001): 580–93.) However, if I do not in fact follow the categorical imperative, then
I do not possess a constitutive feature of the kind agency and hence I am not an agent.
If I am not an agent, however, then I am not bound at all by the categorical imperative
(assuming that I am not a member of another kind which is bound by it). In either case,
there is no room for normativity: in the former, I cannot, as an agent, do otherwise than
follow the categorical imperative, while, if I ever fail to follow it, then I simply am not
governed by it.

117 Lindeman, “Constitutivism without Normative Thresholds,” 232.
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In response to worries like these, constitutivists need to be able to make space for error

(and hence normativity) by opening up some kind of gap between the constitutive and the

normative. One strategy for doing this is to specify a kind of constitutive feature that a

member of a kind can possess while allowing that the member of the kind may not meet

the normative standard set by that feature. Perhaps the most popular version of this kind of

constitutive feature is a constitutive aim. Constitutive aims can make room for error because

to have an aim does not imply that one necessarily realizes it. For example, we can suppose

that all chess-players (qua chess-players) have the aim of checkmate, but, necessarily, not all

of chess-players can realize this aim. When a chess-player loses, it is not as though there is

one fewer chess-player in the world instead of simply failing to realize the constitutive aim.

However, even with constitutive aims, further complications can arise. For example,

Kieran Setiya agrees with David Velleman that action has a constitutive aim (self-knowledge)

but Setiya holds that the constitutive aim is too easily satisfied and cannot generate substan-

tive normative content. According to Velleman’s self-knowledge view, action constitutively

aims at self-knowledge, which we gain when we make true an explanation of our behavior

according to realizing our intentions and acting on what we have most reason to do. But,

as Setiya points out, there is a problem here: “if acting in accordance with one’s intention

is sufficient to satisfy the constitutive aim of action, and thereby sufficient for doing what

there is most reason to do, the standards of practical reason are too easy to meet.”118They

are too easy to meet, Setiya argues, because we have to be able to violate the standards of

practical reason “even in acting for reasons.”119 If the standards are too easily met, then there

118 Setiya, “Explaining Action,” 374.
119 Setiya, 375.
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is not a sufficient gap between constitutive and normative to generate any substantive or

contentful normative standards that would serve as correctives to otherwise deficient action.

Katsafanas argues that we need to make a distinction here between two kinds of aims:

simple aims and differentially realizable aims. A simple aim is either fulfilled or unfulfilled,

whereas the fulfillment of a differentially realizable aim is scalar and a matter of degree.120

Katsafanas holds that the problem with Velleman’s view is that the self-knowledge require-

ment as a simple aim is automatically satisfied, but, in satisfying that aim, the agent has

no reason to attempt to maximally realize the self-knowledge aim as a differentially realiz-

able aim. Because the interesting normative material would come from the differentially

realizable version of the constitutive aim rather than the simple version, Katsafanas holds,

Velleman’s version of constitutivism “fails to generate substantive results about practical

reason.”121Thus, on Katsafanas’s view, it is not enough to supply an aim but that aim must

be structured so that it is differentially realizable and its differential realizability gets a

normative grip on its target. If a differentially realizable aim is a constitutive feature of

agency, then, even if an agent has already satisfied that aim somewhat, that agent will have

reason to continue satisfying that aim to a higher degree.

More generally, we can identify the strategy above as making what Lindeman calls a

Threshold Commitment: “For norm-governed kinds, an individual must at least partially satisfy

the constitutive norms of a kind, or partially meet the constitutive aim of a kind, in order to

be a member of that kind.”122 Versions of constitutivism making this commitment attempt to

120 Katsafanas, Agency and the Foundations of Ethics, 75.
121 Katsafanas, 78.
122 Lindeman, “Constitutivism without Normative Thresholds,” 235–36.
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solve the constitutive–normative problem by showing that (1) the individual meets a sufficient

threshold to be governed by the norm of that kind, but (2) is not guaranteed to fulfill the

norms set by the constitutive features of that kind. In this way, so the threshold constitutivist

hopes, they can meet the violability standard and resolve the constitutive–normative dilemma

discussed above.

However, whether or not the threshold commitment can generate the normativity is

promises is contested. For example, Lindeman gives the example of the social kind spouse.

Spouse, Lindeman notes, can be understood as “a goodness-fixing kind, the norms of which

come from its constitutive nature,” but membership in the kind spouse does not entail “satis-

fying these norms to some minimal degree.”123 Getting into spousehood, Lindeman notes, is

a matter of legal and social recognition, whereas getting out of spousehood involves either

getting a divorce or dying. Bad spouses, she notes, don’t cease to be spouses just in virtue

of being bad, and those who would, were they to be spouses, be good ones, do not become

spouses just in virtue of that fact. The problem, Lindeman explains, is that, if we were to rely

on a threshold constitutivist view of spouse, then the explanatory unity of the account of

spousehood and other kinds would diverge. The problem, as Lindeman notes, is not limited

merely to spouses but to a wide range of different goodness-fixing kinds, and this would, on

her view, significantly reduce the explanatory scope of the constitutivist project.124

123 Lindeman, “Constitutivism without Normative Thresholds,” 239.
124 Lindeman, 241. A further argument that Lindeman gives here is counter-intuitive

persistence conditions. Lindeman provides the example of a Very Bad House: Suppose
there is a house at time t1 on the very of collapse such any worsening of its condition
means it would cease to be a house (Lindeman, 241–46). At t2, there is a strong wind
blowing which holds the house up and prevents its collapse at t2. The problem, Lindeman
says, is that a threshold constitutivist has to maintain that there is a normative difference
between the Very Bad House in which it collapses at t2 and in which it is held up by wind
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Likewise, Lindeman holds that threshold constitutivism faces a problem by requiring

that kind membership includes minimal satisfaction of a constitutive norm and this results

in normative anemia. “The force of norms for some individual,” Lindeman explains, “cannot

be explained by the fact that they are currently satisfying some subset of them” and, in

extreme cases, Lindeman continues, “this would mean that a norm has force because it is

being satisfied” (my emphasis).125 However, the problem with this is that it means that there

is no normative distinction between constitutive and non-constitutive standards, and it

would make constitutivism normatively anemic.

The upshot of this is that we can clarify some important standards of success for the

constitutive–normative relation. First, for any constitutive feature to appropriately ground

or generate a corresponding normative feature, there must be some space between the

constitutive feature and its normative fulfillment (“violability”). Second, if constitutivists rely

on teleological features, such as constitutive aims, they need to explain how those features

get a normative grip that is non-trivial (usually through differential realizability). Third, in

setting out the constitutive features of their account, a constitutivist account should explain

either how these features are not threshold commitments or, if they are, how they may be

able to get around problems such as those that Lindeman identifies.

at t2, but there doesn’t seem to be any property that is good-making at t2 with the wind
which would explain this normative difference. If the threshold constitutivist cannot do
this, Lindeman says, then the problem is that the physical persistence conditions and the
metaphysical persistence conditions diverge at t2: the Very Bad House is not physically
destroyed but it is also no longer a house. How does this generalize? Lindeman’s
argument is that physical artifacts, such as houses, are used by constitutivists to support
the identification of the real and the good (a basis for constitutivism), but, contrary to
this, they turn out to be counter-examples that threshold constitutivists must explain
away because of counter-intuitive persistence conditions.

125 Lindeman, 248.
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1.5.6. Grounding and Brute Relativity

Given the close metaphysical connection between the constitutive and the normative in

goodness-fixing kinds, wemay wonder what the epistemological connection is between them

as well. In this section, I want to look at two common assumptions—conceptualism and

formalism—that constitutivists (and their critics) often make regarding what a constitutivist

theory must deliver. Following Douglas Lavin’s criticism of these assumptions, I will argue

that they are unwarranted requirements to place on a constitutivist theory and, using the

notion of grounding, I will develop an alternative way that the constitutive and normative

may be epistemically related.

Douglas Lavin helpfully explains that two assumptions commonly made concerning con-

stitutivism are conceptualism and formalism.126 Conceptualism holds “certain requirements

on action to be analytically contained in the very concept of agency, a concept that applies

to all subjects capable of acting for reasons, however different they may otherwise be.”127

The advantage of the conceptualist account of constitutivism would be if someone were to

understand the meaning of the concept of the relevant kind (like agency) then they would

see that there are certain requirements that apply to that kind just in virtue of that concept

alone.

The conceptualist assumption is demanding tomeet.128 It requires that both the normative

126 Lavin, “Forms of Rational Agency,” 174. There is a third feature, absolutism, that Lavin
also identifies as commonly made regarding constitutivism. I will discuss this in §1.6.
Absolutism holds that the normative requirements issuing from a concept of agency
must apply to “all possible agents-capable-of-acting-for-reasons” (Lavin, 174).

127 Lavin, 174. Lavin puts his points here in terms of agential constitutivism, but I think
some of them may apply generally.

128 Indeed, as I discuss in §5.2.1.2, one of the most famous objections to constitutivism—
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and the constitutive features of a kind come from the meaning of the concept for that kind

alone, and this excludes a number of other sources of knowledge or grounds for such features.

However, Lavin argues that placing such a heavy burden on constitutivism is unwarranted.

His reasoning for this is that there may be normative requirements on agents and actions

that follow from the constitution of a specific form of agency (e.g., human agency) that are

not contained within the concept of agency by itself. Yet, on Lavin’s view, because these

constitutive features cannot be known in advance of our knowledge about the form of life to

which they pertain, they cannot be contained analytically within the concept of agency itself.

On this view, then, there may be constitutive features that give rise to normative features

but knowledge of them cannot be had through an analysis of the concept itself.

Second, according to Lavin, formalism holds that constitutivism “must show how to derive

the relevant substantive requirements from a conception of agency.”129 Again, formalism is

an demanding requirement on constitutivism: the derivation from the constitutive features

of agency to its normative requirements may be difficult, and it would require a very tight

set of logical, conceptual, or metaphysical inferences be produced a priori. However, if it

were successful it would be a major achievement insofar as it would be capable of providing

a knockdown response to the skeptic as long as the skeptic agreed that they are an agent.130

This is what Christine Korsgaard takes herself to be doing in her version of constitutivism

when she tries to derive the categorical imperative from the constitutive features of agency.

One way to develop an alternative account of the relationship between the constitutive

David Enoch’s “Shmagency” objection—can be understood as being based on the con-
ceptualist assumption.

129 Lavin, “Forms of Rational Agency,” 174.
130 Lavin, 174.
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and the normative is through grounding relations and Anscombe’s notion of brute facts and

brute relativity.131 To begin illustrating these ideas, Anscombe uses the example of a grocer

supplying her with potatoes.132The fact that she owes the grocer for the potatoes that he has

supplied, Anscombe notes, does not consist in any facts beyond those that the potatoes cost

a certain amount of money and that the grocer has delivered the potatoes. That she owes the

grocer is brute relative to these facts.

If a description A (“I owe the grocer”) is true, then, Anscombe says, there must be some

descriptions in the set of xyz that are true. Yet, Anscombe notes, while A is brute relative to

xyz and some set of xyzmust be true if A is true, “the holding of some set among these does

not necessarily entail A[.]”133 In other words, facts that are brute relative to other facts are not

derivable from them, even though they are grounded in them. Likewise, Anscombe holds that

the set of descriptions xyz cannot simplymeanA.134The reason for this is that, on Anscombe’s

view, there is what she calls the institution behind A. This is the context that is presupposed

by A (such as the institution of supplying), but the description A is “not a description of

the institution behind A” nor is it implicitly listed in A.135 Rather, the institution behind A

is presupposed by A and, if A holds, it is because it is not defeated by some “exceptional

circumstances.” But, Anscombe notes, A and xyz cannot mean the same thing because the

131 Oneway to explain constitutive is in terms of grounding relations between a set of features
and the kind of which those features are constitutive. Likewise, I noted there that we
may also think of the grounding relation when we turn to the constitutive–normative
connection itself.

132 G.E.M. Anscombe, “On Brute Facts,” Analysis 18, no. 3 (1958): 69–72; G.E.M. Anscombe,
“Modern Moral Philosophy,” Philosophy 33, no. 124 (January 1958): 1–19.

133 Anscombe, “Modern Moral Philosophy,” 4.
134 Anscombe, “On Brute Facts,” 71.
135 Anscombe, 72.
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presupposition of A that there is not some defeater for xyz cannot require “mention[ing] all

the things that were not the case, which would have made a difference if they had been.”136

These exceptional circumstances cannot be set out in advance theoretically, as Anscombe

notes.

While Anscombe does not use the terms grounding or constitutive of in her description

of brute relativity, I think that we can nevertheless draw a connection between the two and

brute relativity here. The truth of description A (“I owe the grocer”) is grounded in a range

of the set of descriptions xyz being true (“The grocer supplied me with potatoes”) and it is

also grounded in the institution behind A. On this basis, we can justify the fact that I owe the

grocer due to the descriptions and the institution through which that statement is grounded.

Indeed, Anscombe pokes fun at the Humean who would say to the grocer, “You really must

not jump from an ‘is’—as, that it really is the fact that I asked for the potatoes and that you

delivered them and sent me a bill—to an ‘owes.”’137 For Anscombe, owing the grocer consists

in “these facts in the context of our institutions” and so attempting to escape the obligation

through the is–ought distinction is fatuous.138

As we saw in §1.5.1, we can have full or partial grounding. When A is brute relative to xyz,

we can say that A is partially grounded in each of some set of xyz and partially grounded in

the institution behind A and that it is fully grounded with them jointly. Likewise, we can say

that xyz and the institution behind A are constitutive of A. In terms of the grocer example,

the fact that the grocer supplied potatoes and the institution presupposed behind this (and

136 Anscombe, 72.
137 Anscombe, 72.
138 Anscombe, 72.
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other relevant facts) are constitutive of the fact that the grocer is owed money. The owing

of money to the grocer is justified on the basis of this constitutive relation. But the owing

of the grocer cannot be said to simply mean xyz or to be derivable from xyz itself, absent a

presupposed context in the institution behind A.

We can use this to more explicitly characterize an interpretation of gcs. The normative

features N of kind K1 (in the terms above: A) are grounded in the constitutive features C of

kind K2 (above: xyz). This grounding relation can be taken as a brute relative to relation: the

fact that N (above: A) holds consists in C (above: xyz) and N is justified or justifiable on the

basis of this brute relative relation to C. Yet N is only partially grounded in C insofar as the

institution behind N is an additional partial ground for N, even though it is one that must

simply be presupposed by N and cannot be specified (implicitly or explicitly) in a description

of N. On this specification, we can reject both the analytic containment thesis and the

formalist thesis. C does not simply mean N nor is N derivable from C on its own.

From a meta-constitutivist viewpoint, this is a significant revision. For example, it is

commonly supposed that a constitutivist theory must be able to generate normative standards

from the bare concept of the relevant constitutive kind (such as agency) in an analytic or

a priori way. If we reconceive of the constitutive–normative connection more along the

lines of grounding or a brute relative to relation, then it becomes clear that, even if some

normative features can be generated in that way, not all normative features must receive their

justification in that manner. By contrast, their justification can be grounded in constitutive

features. This allows that there could be justificatory grounding relations that exist but which

are not foreseeable in advance in an analytic, a priori way on the basis of the bare concept of
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the kind itself. Furthermore, as Anscombe notes, this kind of grounding relation between

the normative and the constitutive makes a space for social and institutional backgrounds

that would otherwise be neglected.

1.5.7. Dynamic Constitutivism

In the previous section, I noted the two common assumptions, as Lavin pointed out, that

are often made regarding constitutivism: conceptualism and formalism. Against these as-

sumptions, I drew on Anscombe to argue that grounding can serve as an appropriate relation

that characterizes both the relation of constitutive features to their respective kinds and of

normative features to constitutive ones. This was the first step in developing an alternative

meta-constitutivist framework that is suitable for a dynamic version of constitutivism.

In this section, I want to develop this notion of a dynamic constitutivism even further. To

do this, I will make a distinction between analytic and non-analytic conceptualism. Analytic

conceptualism is what Lavin calls conceptualism: that “certain requirements on action [are]

analytically contained in the very concept of agency.”139 Non-analytic conceptualism drops

the analytic containment requirement but holds on to the conceptual requirement. For

example, requirements on action may emerge out of a synthetic connection to agency or they

may dialectically emerge out of the development of a form of agency, but the connection to a

concept of agency would nonetheless remain central. For both, concepts play a crucial role

in setting constitutive standards. However, non-analytic conceptualism, as I characterize it,

allows for a sociohistorical dynamism.

139 Lavin, “Forms of Rational Agency,” 174.
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In articulating this view, I draw on Mark Alznauer’s analysis of a Hegelian version of

constitutivism. This Hegelian version of constitutivism is, I think, promising in that it can

explain the grounding of constitutive norms in their concepts while, at the same time, allow-

ing for dynamism and the sociohistorical development of those concepts in tandem with

their existence. In subsequent chapters, I will apply this view to my conception of the social

constitution of agency. Alznauer argues that Hegel provides us with a novel constitutivist

theory of normativity. On this view, Hegel provides a way for us to see how normative stan-

dards relate to a concept without requiring that we analytically derive normative standards

from a single, unchanging bare form of that concept. Hegel holds, Alznauer notes, that there

are “norms that pertain to certain entities solely in virtue of the concept or nature of those

entities.”140 For example, consider Hegel’s discussion of a “true friend” or a “true work of

art”: we can evaluate whether or not a friend or work of art is true or untrue (good or bad)

“by measuring the degree to which they conform, not to an external standard, but to their

own concept,” which is “nothing other than [that thing’s] nature of essence.”141 This is a kind

140 Mark Alznauer, “Hegel’s Theory of Normativity,” Journal of the American Philosophical
Association 2, no. 2 (2016): 199.

141 Alznauer, 200. A related, but more metaphysically loaded, view of truth is given by
classical Mayan philosophy in the notion of itz, which was the core or essence of a kind,
its goodness and nobility, as well as its truth. For more on this, see Alexus McLeod,
Philosophy of the Ancient Maya: Lords of Time (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2018),
chap. 3, 117–123. For example, we can take the notion of friend here: Itz “captures a
sense of truth in terms of fulfillment of an ideal. One way to understand the concept of
truth, although one that has gone neglected for the most part in much contemporary
philosophical literature on the topic, is truth as a concept of substantiality or fullness.
When we use truth in the sense of ‘true person’ or ‘true friend’ this is the operative
concept. […]The fullest expression of the statement is the one that mirrors reality and the
fullest expression of the friend is one who acts in the ways a friend is expected to—their
actions match the ideal of friendship” (122–23). McLeod holds that such a view is more
generally true for other concepts like life. Of course, that said, there are deep other
differences with Hegel’s view. For example, the Mayan view is heavily metaphysical, and
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of constitutivism, as Alznauer observes, because the normative standards or grounds for

evaluation for some instance of a kind are set by or grounded in the kind’s concept (i.e., the

constitutive features of that kind). An untrue friend fails to meet the constitutive standards

of friendship, or, in more Hegelian terms, the untrue friend falls into a contradiction with

the concept of friendship.

In §1.5.5, we noted a potential problem for constitutivism concerning its ability to main-

tain space for normative standards apart from constitutive ones. That is, suppose we have

some kind Kwith constitutive feature FK that is supposed to normatively govern all instances

of K. If a purported instance i of K lacks FK, then it would seem that i is not a defective K,

but rather it is not a K at all. Hegel anticipates this problem, Alznauer notes, and discusses

different kinds of self-contradiction—between that which is destroyed in self-contradiction

and that which is preserved in self-contradiction —in order to deal with it. Something that

is destroyed in self-contradiction exhibits the problem described above: when a purported

instance i of K lacks a constitutive feature FK, i is destroyed as a K. As Alznauer observes, this

is Hegel’s account of gold as a natural kind. If, for example, a purported instance of gold has

an atomic number other than 79 (assuming atomic number 79 a constitutive feature of gold),

it is not a defective piece of gold—it just isn’t gold at all. Thus, although gold has atomic

number 79 as a constitutive feature, that feature cannot be normative instances of gold since

there is no space for defect or badness—something either meets that constitutive feature or

it does not.

Contrast this with something that is preserved in self-contradiction. Something that is

itz can sometimes be understood as a kind of vital force.
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preserved in self-contradiction can, Alznauer writes, “lack or lose some property that is

essential to its kind without ceasing to count as an instance of that kind.”142 Constitutivists

require this kind of self-contradiction in order to make normative space for defective in-

stances of the kind.143 For example, a friend that is untrue or self-contradictory by acting

in an uncaring way does not cease to be a friend but falls into a self-contradiction with the

concept friend.144 The friend is preserved, not destroyed, in this self-contradiction, but it is

on the basis of this self-contradiction that we can explain the defectiveness of the uncaring

friend.

This constitutivist account is a dynamic, developmental one. For example, in the first

section of Elements of the Philosophy of Right, Hegel famously discusses what he calls the Idea

of right, which he characterizes as the concept of right and the actualization of it.145 To explain

this, Hegel argues that for a view according to which “the concept and its existence are two

aspects of the same thing.”146That is, for an Idea, there is no way to separate out entirely a

mere concept away from its existence—they are bound up together. Hegel illustrates this

point with the buds of a tree: “The buds have the tree within them and contain its entire

strength, although they are not yet the tree itself” and the tree itself “corresponds entirely

to the simple image of the bud.”147That is, for the Idea of a tree, its concept (e.g., the bud)

142 Alznauer, “Hegel’s Theory of Normativity,” 202.
143 One way we noted that constitutivists are able to get around this problem and make

space for normativity is by casting FK as an aim: all instances of K have FK as an aim,
and successful ones realize that aim while defective ones fail to realize it.

144 I am just stipulating here that caring is a constitutive feature of friendship for the purposes
of illustration.

145 GeorgWilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, ed. AllenWood, trans.
H.B. Nisbet (1820; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), §1, 26.

146 Hegel, §1H, 25.
147 Hegel, §1H, 25.
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contains its existence and its existence corresponds to its concept—there is, as Hegel puts

it, a “complete interpenetration” of the concept and existence in the actualization of the

Idea.148 From Hegel’s account, we get a sense of dynamism: a concept, as it is actualized,

takes on a shape as it develops over time.

If the above account is plausible, then this offers us a route to a constitutivist account that

both explains how constitutive norms are grounded in their concepts without forcing us to

adopt a static, analytic view of how those norms relate to constitutive features. Rather, once

we see the concept of a kind developing in terms of its concrete actualization, we are able to

justify (or criticize) instances of that kind by reference to how they do (or do not) conform to

the constitutive features of that kind. Yet, because we could not foresee in advance exactly

how the concept would develop in tandem with its concrete existence, we cannot analytically

derive this normative content from the bare concept itself. Our analysis of the constitutive–

normative relation can only take place at dusk. This is, I will argue in subsequent chapters,

the appropriate frame fromwhich we should provide a social constitutivist account of agency.

1.6. Agential Constitutivism

In the previous section, I discussedmeta-normative and normative versions of constitutivism,

including their scope and domain of the normative features and the (meta-)normative status

of the constitutive ones. Following gcs, these normative features apply to a kind (K1) and the

constitutive features belong to a kind (K2). In this section, I will offer a structural introduction

to the most prominent variety of constitutivism in the literature: agential constitutivism.

148 Hegel, §1H, 26.
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These theories centrally look at normative features as they apply to agency (or the actions of

agents), constitutive features of agency (or action), or both. All such theories must endorse

what we can call the agential constitutivist thesis (act):149

S agential constitutivism thesis (act): Normative features N applying to

agents (or actions) (K1) stand in dependence relation R to constitutive features of

agency (or action) (K2).

This thesis is a specification of the general constitutivist schema (gcs): normative

features N applying to agency (kind K1) stand in depenedence relation R to constitutive

features C of agency (kind K2) (mutatis mutandis for action here and following).

1.6.1. Agency-Based, Agency-Focused, Agency-Prior, and Agency-Central

Appropriating some language from virtue ethics, we can further specify four versions of act:

agency-based, agency-focused, agency-central, and agency-prior.150 These specifications

depend on if and where agency (or action) appears in K1 and K2.

S Agency-Focused. In an agency-focused version, K1 is agency: we are focused on the

normative features N of agents K1 rather than some other kind of entity.

S Agency-Based. In an agency-based version, K2 is agency: we are interested in ex-

149 While consistent naming would require this to be called the “Agential Constitutivism
Schema” (acs), the acronym act is more fitting.

150 For agency-based, agency-focused, and agency-prior in virtue ethics, see Michael Slote,
Morals fromMotives (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), chap. 1. My usage of these
terms is not identical to Slote’s usage. For example, Slote characterizes an agent-based
virtue ethic as one that “treats themoral or ethical status of acts as entirely derivative from
independent and fundamental aretaic (as opposed to deontic) ethical characterizations of
motives, character traits, or individuals” (Slote, 5). The characterization of agency-based
versions of constitutivism does not necessarily depend on the motives of the individual
agent but rather on the constitutive features of agency itself.
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plaining the normative featuresN of some kindK1 based on the constitutive features

C of agency K2.

S Agency-Central: Agency-Focused and Agency-Based. An agency-central version

of constitutivism is one that is both agency-focused and agency-based. This means

that, as a specification of act, both K1 and K2 are agency (so K1 = K2).

S Agency-Prior. In an agency-prior version, K1 is agency (or action) but K2 is neither

agency (nor action); rather there is some constitutive feature of something else prior

to agency (or action) that determines the normative features of agency (or action).151

Most constitutive theories of agency and action are agency-central (both agency-focused and

agency-based, such thatK1 = K2). If not, they usually are permutations based on combinations

of action and agency here: we can have an agency-focused but action-based version, where

we are aiming to explain the normative features of agents in terms of the constitutive features

of action, and vice versa for an action-focus, agency-based view.

By noticing the distinctions between agency-focused, agency-based, and agency-prior

versions of constitutivism, we can be clearer about the explanans and explanadum of a given

constitutivist theory. One of the attractions of constitutivist theories is that they attempt to

explain the normative features of a kind by appealing to the constitutive features internal

to that kind. For example, if we want to know what the normative standards are for a good

knife, we appeal to the constitutive features of knives (the function of cutting). The more

closely related K1 and K2 are to each other, the lower the explanatory hurdle we must jump

151 For example, if the normative features of agency (as K1) were explained in terms of the
constitutive features of the Form of the Good (as K2), this would be a Platonic, agency-
prior version of constitutivism. Slote references Plato’s Form of the Good in his account
of agent-prior virtue ethics (Slote, 8).
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over. For example, as we will see, Korsgaard argues that the constitutive function of action is

self-constitution, and how well or badly an action constitutes the agent doing it determines

how good of an action it was and how effective of an agent that agent is. This aspect of her

theory would be considered both agency- and action-focused but action-based. For it to be

successful, she must explain how agents are related to their actions in detail.152 This is not to

say that her entire theory is action-based. For example, in drawing on Plato’s account of the

soul, Korsgaard appeals to the internal constitution and arrangement of the parts of the soul

to normatively evaluate agents: good agents are ones that are well-constituted in the sense

that the reasoning part of their soul rules their appetitive and executive parts of their soul.

This aspect of her theory would be agency-focused and agency-based because it attempts to

explain the normative standards for agents by appealing to the constitution of agency.153

As another example, consider two possible interpretations of Charles Taylor’s account of

human agency and normativity. In discussing the nature of human agency, Taylor argues

that “human beings are self-interpreting animals”154 and that, as self-interpreting animals,

“our self-understanding essentially incorporates our seeing ourselves against a background

of […] ‘strong evaluation.”’155 Strong evaluations are the evaluations that we make according

to which some things “are recognized as of categoric or unconditioned or higher importance

or worth” compared to others.156 We may read this view in either an agency-prior or an

152 I take up this issue in chapter chapter 4. For Korsgaard’s view, see especially Korsgaard,
Self-Constitution, 100–104.

153 Korsgaard, chap. 7.
154 Charles Taylor, Human Agency and Language: Philosophical Papers 1 (Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press, 1985), 3.
155 Taylor, 3.
156 Taylor, 3.

78



agency-based way. An agency-prior interpretation would say that the normative standards

are based on the constitutive features of something else, viz., the background of distinctions

in value. On this interpretation, Taylor’s account of the normative standards in agency is

dependent (or, perhaps in a more critical mode, parasitic) on normative distinctions in the

background. By contrast, on an agency-based interpretation, we could say that the constitu-

tive aim of agency is self-understanding and, while self-understanding may only be possible

through strong evaluation against a certain kind of background, what really grounds the

normative evaluations of human beings as agents is how well they understand themselves

(i.e., realize their constitutive aim). Taylor’s theory also provides us with an opportunity

to illustrate the distinction regarding the normative status of constitutive features: if con-

stitutive features must be non-normative, then, because strong evaluation’s background is

composed of normative distinctions on Taylor’s view, his view would fail as a meta-normative

version of constitutivism. If, by contrast, constitutive features can themselves be normative,

then Taylor’s theory may be a successful normative (but non-meta-normative) version of

constitutivism. In any case, the point here is not to evaluate Taylor’s theory as such, but

rather to show that the distinctions between the different specifications of constitutivism

allow us to interpret such theories in a more precise way.

Not only is our interpretative precision increased by noticing these differences between

versions of constitutivism, but we can also avoid some errors in criticizing constitutivism as

well. For example, one notable criticism of constitutivism is Matthew Silverstein’s argument

that constitutivists are unable to transition from mere teleology to normativity. To make

his case for this view, Silverstein considers the example of a knife and the statement “Good
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knives cut well.”157 If we have a functionalist account of good and this is just an analytic

proposition, then we can simply replace good with fulfills its function: good knives are knives

that fulfill their function cut well. However, as Silverstein points out, we are still in the sphere

of the merely teleological, although it may be “masquerading as normativity”: “we are saying

no more about it than it is a knife and it fails to do what knives are supposed to do.”158The

reason that this is not normative, Silverstein says, is because it says nothing about the reasons

that someone ought to have just on the basis of the functionalist definition of a knife. For

example, Silverstein notes, that a certain material like wood would make a worse knife than

steel does not provide anyone with a reason to make a knife out of steel unless they already

have a reason to make good knives (such as being a knife-maker who has an antecedent

reason to make good knives). So, then, what supplies the normativity in terms of reasons is

not the functional definition of a knife alone but rather the combination of the functional

definition of a knife with the principle of instrumental reason.159 If Silverstein’s criticism

here is correct, then constitutivist appeals to functions in order to ground normativity are

likely to fail.

However, we can see that Silverstein’s argument delivers almost exactly the result that

the constitutivist would expect once we substitute the terms into act: Normative features

N of agents/actions (K1) stand in dependence relation R to the constitutive function cutting

157 Silverstein, “Teleology and Normativity,” 225.
158 Silverstein, 226.
159 Even if one were to change or weaken the normativity requirement some from reasons

to action-guidingness, Silverstein says, we still couldn’t get that from the functional
definition alone, but we would need to supplement it with something else that would
provide the normative significance. All we getwith a functional definition is a description
of how something is supposed to work, not a prescription of what to do with it.
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well of knives (K2). This is a very specific agency-prior version of constitutivism where we

are supposed to transition from the constitutive function of a kind of tool to reasons for

agents. Silverstein is right that, without a supplementary principle (such as the principle of

instrumental reason) to explainR, it is far fromclear howwe are going to explain the transition

from the constitutive function of knives to the normative, reason-giving features of agents

and their actions, such as having the reason to make sharp knives. But this knife-specific

agency-prior version of constitutivism is not the kind of constitutivism that constitutivists

endorse. As we will see, most constitutivists maintain a tight relation between K1 and K2

(perhaps even an identity relation K1 = K2). This is because the constitutivist account of

R should be as straightfoward as possible, and, where K1 and K2 are less closely related,

the more elaborate an account of that explanatory relation must be. My point here is not

exclusively to assess Silverstein’s objection to using functions in constitutivism, but I want

to also highlight that, by having a better sense of the precise structure of a constitutivist

theory as a specification of gcs, it is easier for us to better develop and defend constitutivist

theories.

The view that I will develop in the subsequent chapters will be a primarily an agency-

central (i.e., agency-focused and agency-based) version of constitutivism. I will look at those

features which constitute agents as agents (recognition and social self-constitution) and I

will argue that such features also set normative standards for agents. Some aspects of my

view will, at points, may be agency-focused but action-based, such as my argument that a

constitutive function of action is constituting the agent as a (socially recognizable) locus of
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responsibility.160

1.6.2. Social Constitutivism

Within agential constitutivism, we can further distinguish between strongly social, weakly

social, and asocial versions. In this dissertation, I argue for a version of strongly social

agential constitutivism (what I will call simply social constitutivism). In §1.6.1, I distinguished

between agency-prior, agency-focused, agency-based, and agency-central accounts of agential

constitutivism.161 Of these, agency-based constitutivism uses the constitutive features of

agency to explain its targeted normative features. (If these normative features are those

applying to agency, then in virtue of this agency-focused element, the version of social

constitutivism is agency-central.) Using this agency-based concept of constitutivism, we can

distinguish a strongly social from weakly social and asocial versions of constitutivism.

S strongly social agential constitutivism. A strongly social version of agen-

tial constitutivism is an agency-based (or agency-central) version of constitutivism

that holds:

1. constitutive sociality of agency (csa). Agency’s constitutive fea-

tures are themselves constitutively social.

2. normativerelevanceoftheconstitutivesocialityofagency

(nrcsa). Those normative features targeted for explanation in the specifi-

160 Given the social and historically developmental view that I take of agency, it may appear
that while I am developing my view at some points that it is an agency-prior account
according to which the normative standards that apply to agents are those based on
the norms of certain institutional or social structures. However, because I think that
such an agency-prior view of constitutivism would make it extremely easy to challenge
those norms, I will emphasize that the relevant norms under discussion are themselves
constitutive of the corresponding form of agency.

161 Agency-central constitutivism is both agency-focused and agency-based.
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cation of gcs directly depend on fundamentally social aspects of consti-

tutive features of agency (or action) specified in (1).

S weakly social agential constitutivism. A weakly social version of agen-

tial constitutivism does not endorse both (1) and (2) regarding agency-based consti-

tutive features, even if it includes social aspects of the normative features of agency

(or action) which are targeted for its agency-focused elements.

S asocial agential constitutivism. An asocial version of constitutivismdoes

not include social elements of agency (or action) directly in either the targeted nor-

mative features or the constitutive ones.

In schematizing these three versions of constitutivism, I am drawing on B. Scott Rousse’s

distinction between weakly social and strongly social concepts of agency. A weakly social

concept of agency holds that, as B. Scot Rousse puts it, “the core features of human agency

are built into the mind of each individual subject,” and whatever social properties or relations

agency may have, those properties or relations are “in principle contingent or extrinsic.”162

By contrast, a strongly social view of agency holds that the view that agency’s social features

are “contingent” or “extrinsic” is mistaken. Instead, a strongly social concept of agency holds

that “the core features of human agency cannot obtain in an individual subject independently

of social relations to others.”163

Why draw the distinction between strongly and weakly social versions of constitutivism

via the agency-based and agency-focused distinction? The reason to draw the distinction

in this way is due to explanatory direction. Where sociality is included in the agency-based

162 B. Scot Rousse, “Heidegger, Sociality, and Human Agency,” European Journal of Philosophy
24, no. 2 (2013): 1.

163 Rousse, 1.
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constitutive features and notmerely the agency-focused normative features, we are explaining

normativity in terms of the sociality of agency. For an agency-focused version that targets

the normative elements of social aspects of agency, we are not ensured that those normative

elements are explained by the sociality of agency itself. For example, suppose that we have

an agency-prior and agency-focused version of constitutivism that attempts to explain what

constitutes just social relations between agents on the basis of the constitutive features of

the Form of Justice. While the explanatory target is social (just relations between agents),

the explanatory work will not be done by the sociality of agency, and, thus, this version of

constitutivism is better understood as weakly social.

A parallel consideration goes into the definition of part (1) of the constitutive so-

ciality of agency schema. According to csa (1) the constitutive features of agency are

constitutively social. This is a strong way of putting it, and by it I want to disambiguate concep-

tions of constitutivism which (1) may admit that some of an individual agent’s features that

make them an agent turn out incidentally to be social and that, in the temporal development

of that agent’s agency, these end up making a contingent normative difference, and (2) that

agency itself is constitutively social and a central part of what makes it agency at all involves

its grounding in this constitutive sociality. The reason for making this stronger modal claim

part of the definition of strongly social conceptions of agential constitutivism is that, from

a meta-constitutivist perspective, it should ensure that versions of constitutivism whose

explanatory work is primarily (rather than merely incidentally) carried out by a conception of

agency as strongly social count as strongly social.164

164 Different versions of constitutivism may, of course, specify this differently, and this will
often influence how the constitutive features are related to the normative features of
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What kind of constitutively social features would appropriately satisfy the requirements

of csa? In the following chapters, I will set out two: recognition and social self-constitution.

Recognition, Iwill argue, is a constitutive structure of agency that is dyadic and dialogical, and

to be an agent involves standing in a mutually recognitive relation with another agent. These

recognitive relations are what articulate the normative structure between agents. Within

this structure of recognition, agents are constituted and constitute themselves as agents

and this self-constitution is inextricably social (ranging from social roles to social forms of

intelligibility and self-understanding). For each of these, the fundamental constitution of

agency is itself social, and agency does not exist prior to or outside of these constitutive

features.

The normative relevance of the constitutive sociality of agency criterion

requires that the contribution of sociality to the constitution of agency be direct. For the above

features, as I will argue, sociality makes a direct contribution to their constitutive structure

(such as recognition’s structure being dyadic and dialogical and the constitution of the self as

the social locus of responsibility for action). Yet, in addition to a direct contribution, sociality

can also make an indirect contribution to agency. While a strongly social version of agency

must include constitutive features that make a direct contribution to the relevant normative

standards, it may also include those which make an indirect contribution. For an example of

an indirect contribution, we recall the earlier discussion of Charles Taylor’s account of how

agency. For instance, as we will see, Robert Pippin and Axel Honneth disagree on the
relationship between recognition and normative standards for agency along these lines.
Cf. Robert Pippin, Hegel’s Practical Philosophy: Rational Agency as Ethical Life (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2008), chap. 7 and Axel Honneth,The Struggle for Recognition:
The Moral Grammar of Social Conflicts, trans. Joel Anderson (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
1996).
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human beings are “self-interpreting animals” and that such self-interpretation takes place

against a background of social meaning (one which is evaluatively- and normatively-laden;

see §1.6.1). If self-interpretation is a constitutive feature of agency and this social background

of meaning is partially constitutive of such self-interpretation, then this background form

of sociality would make an indirect contribution to the constitution of agency.165 As I

will discuss in chapter 4, a version of this approach that would include both direct and

indirect elements may hold (1) that concrete instantiations of agency are (a) made possible

or intelligible only through their specification under socially-constituted role descriptions

and (b) those descriptions are available through a social background of meaning, and (2) that

self-interpretation as a constitutive feature occurs in the context of (1). Such a conception

under (1a) would see a direct contribution of sociality to agency (via the provision of role

descriptions) and an indirect one (self-interpretation against a social background) under (2).

Yet, while strongly social versions of agential constitutivism may incorporate indirect

contributions by sociality to the constitution of agency, we should be careful not to classify

as strongly social those versions of agential constitutivism where there is only such indirect,

but not any direct, contributions. Without a directness requirement, too many versions of

constitutivism would be classifiable as strongly social even though they would not be based

on the sociality of agency. For example, as we will see in chapter 4, Korsgaard’s account of

practical identity holds that we constitute ourselves as agents according to practical identities,

many of which are social. We should avoid classifying this view as strongly social because

the relevant form of sociality occurs in the normative, agency-focused position rather than

165 To be clear, I am not saying that this is the only way that sociality contributes to Taylor’s
view—just that this is one indirect way.
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the constitutive, agency-based position. That is, Korsgaard explains why social obligations

are normatively binding in terms of the internal integrity of an agent, which itself is not

social. Even if a particular agent’s integrity is constituted in part by the social description

of their practical identity, this is indirect and contingent with regard to the constitution of

agency itself.166

What I hope that these distinctions above show is that we can distinguish between

different forms of constitutivism based on how they understand the sociality of agency.

By focusing on these distinctions, we can gain a better sense of the structure of a social

constitutivist view. In the following chapters, I will argue that there are advantages to

preferring a strongly social version of constitutivism over weakly or asocial versions of

constitutivism.

1.6.3. Pluralism and Forms of Agency

In the previous section, we saw that agency-focused constitutivism concentrates on how

normative features are applied to agents and that agency-based constitutivism concentrates

on the constitutive features of agency itself upon which normative standards depend (and

agency-central versions do both). For the agency-focused element, we can ask questions of

jurisdictional scope: to which agents are these normative standards supposed to apply? For

the agency-based element, we can ask: to which form of agency are these constitutive features

supposed to belong? Both of these elements—scope and form—are central to understanding

166 For example, most human beings cook food and this could be an aspect of their practical
identity, yet this would not imply that there is some essential culinary nature to agency
itself.
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constitutivism and objections to it.

One common assumption is that, for a constitutivist theory to be successful, the scope

and form of agency on which it is based must include all possible agents under a thin form

of agency.167 On the one hand, this looks like an advantage for agency-central constitutivism

because the structure of this kind of theory may be better able to answer challenges to

normative authority. The relevant normative features, so it is argued, are both universal and

necessary. They apply in virtue of the constitutive features of agency and, because these are

constitutive features, it is necessary for all agents (as agents) to have them. Furthermore,

there is no kind of activity which is not simultaneously an exercise in agency. Thus, it

would seem that agency-central versions of constitutivism have both a universal scope

over all agents and that the normative authority of such jurisdiction is necessarily binding

and inescapable.168 On the other hand, however, one central problem for constitutivism is

attempting to articulate a conception of agency that grounds both universal and necessary

bindingness of normative features upon agents and also ensures that those normative features

have substantive content.169

In this section, I have two aims. The first is to explain the elements of scope and form

with reference to agential constitutivism. The second is to defend a revised view about the

relationship between the scope and form of agency that allows for a more modified, flexible

167 This is what Lavin calls the absolutist assumption. See Lavin, “Forms of Rational Agency,”
174. For an example of this view, see Luca Ferrero, “Constitutivism and the Inescapability
ofAgency,” inOxford Studies inMetaethics, ed. Russ Shafer-Landau, vol. IV (Oxford:Oxford
University Press, 2009), 202–333.

168 For more on this, see chapter 5.
169 In chapter 5, I develop this as the content-bindingness dilemma and discuss how

my version of constitutivism can offer a reply to it.
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constitutivist theory in the subsequent chapters. To do this, I will start by discussing what

I mean by the form of agency and how it relates to the specification of scope. After this, I

will argue that the common, absolutist meta-constitutivist assumption regarding form and

agency is unwarranted in some cases.

What do I mean by a form of agency? By a form of agency, I am referring to the structure,

principle, and characteristic activity of types of agency. This may be internal to certain

agents (such as the relation between thought and action) or it may be external (such as agency

in terms of a social normative status and the various formal and structural elements upon

which that is based). We can begin with the relationship between thought and action as

represented on the basis of a principle (or principles). There are different forms of agency

on the basis of the different principles that can be used to specify the relationship between

thought and action as well as the kinds of thought and action involved.170 Furthermore, the

relationship between thought and action will extend into the social realm. For example, on

a social view of reason, what counts as a reason will be determined socially, and, insofar

as I act for reasons, my thought about those reasons and the realization of my intentions

in action will depend on social contributions. How these social contributions contribute

to different structures, principles, and characteristic activities regarding agency will create

different forms of agency.

What I want to suggest, then, is a pluralist view of agency: there is not a single form of

agency but that there are different forms of agency based on these varying configurations

and principles. The upshot of this, I will argue, is that we (1) can specify a scope of normative

170 In chapter 2, I discuss this in greater detail.
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features relative to a form of agency (rather than simply agency per se), and (2) constitutivism

should articulate why a normative feature is binding on agents within that scope in virtue of

the constitutive features of the form of agency proper to those agents.

To illustrate the initial distinction between forms of agency, consider Peter Railton’s

distinction between what he calls “Low Brow” and “High Brow” agency. AHigh Brow account

of agency, Railton says, holds that agency constitutively aims at the Good. This involves,

Railton points out, deliberating about the good and “representing the act chosen or the

ends for which it is done as good in some self-acknowledged sense.”171This is a “non-trivial”

constraint on agency, and it will rule out those entities who cannot perform action on the

basis of a choice that represents the action’s chosen end in light of the good.172 Railton

contrasts this with Low Brow versions of agency. On this account, “agents necessarily possess

and act on ends” but having and acting on ends, in the Low Brow sense, does not require

acting on them through a choice that evaluates them as good.173Thus, high and low have two

different relationships between thought and action on the basis of a principle (instrumental

or non-instrumental).

Likewise, Michael Thompson has argued that there are three “strata” of agency and

practical reason. Basing his account of Philippa Foot’s theory of natural goodness,Thompson

distinguishes between three kinds of accounts of agency (what he calls Footianism): logical,

local, and substantive. Each of these different forms of Footianism involve a different

specification of the relationship of thought to action based on distinct principles.

171 Railton, “On the Hypothetical and Non-Hypothetical in Reasoning about Belief and
Action,” 302–3.

172 Railton, 303.
173 Railton, 304–5.
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Let’s start with logical. According to Thompson, the most abstract and fundamental

stratum of the theory is what he calls logical Footianism, which starts from the assumption

that there is a certain “grammar of the representation of life” and in any representation of a

form of life there is also an “implicit representation of the species or life form under which the

individual is thought to fall.”174Thompson’s point here is that whenever we make a judgment

that a particular organism is alive we make judgments about the natural history or biological

structure of that living being. Some of these are the kinds of characterizations that we would

expect: for example, the cats have four legs. In addition to anatomical form, Thompson

also thinks that we can understand a life form in terms of practical reason, understood as a

“power or capacity,” for example, practical reasoningmight be part of the life form of a human

being.175 Now,Thompson doesn’t want to deny that practical reason can depend on historical

and contingent practices and forms of reasoning but the idea is practical reasoning as a

capacity or power is part of the human life form. But this kind practical reason, according to

Thompson, is not extremely thick whenwe are at the logical strata. Thompson puts it like this:

“A practical reasoner is something that does A base on the strength of a consideration about

doing A.”176Thompson points out here it’s likely we will find instrumental reason at this

particular point. That is, an agent, considered from the point of view of logical Footianism,

will count as an agent and so far as they are able to put considerations about action under

conceptual thought, and these will usually take the form of instrumental thoughts about

174 Michael Thompson, “Three Degrees of Natural Goodness (Discussion note, Iride)” (n.d.),
1, accessed March 7, 2017, http://www.pitt.edu/~mthompso/three.pdf.

175 Thompson, 2.
176 Thompson, 4.
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action at this strata.177

Much of the contemporary debate on constitutivism so far has been about the form of

agency at this logical level. That is, what is the form of agency that must hold for all possible

agents from a logical perspective? Douglas Lavin for instance holds that it is not possible to

rule out a Humean form of agency, but that this is not the specifically human form agency.

Local Footianism is, asThompson put it “the claim that certain of the possibilities articulated

by logical Footianism are realized in the specifically human case.”178 In the specifically human

case, Thompson thinks that we have to go beyond a logical form of practical reason and

agency. This is because, according toThompson, it belongs to humans “to act on the strength

of non-instrumental thoughts of certain types.”179Thompson thinks that when we look at

the evidence of how humans describe agency, action, and choice, we will see that not in fact

accept a version of local Humeanism because “humans describe certain choices as good or

bad, reasonable or unreasonable, irrespective of the agent’s further objectives.”180What this

will mean, then, is that we can’t rule out a Humean account of agency for other species, but

that in exclusively instrumental account of practical reason is unlikely to be a satisfactory

177 Logical Footian has a certain Humean flavor to it or, as Railton puts it, it is a form of
low brow agency. However, Thompson wants to distinguish logical Footianism from
logical Humeanism insofar as logical Humeanism claims that “applications instrumental
thought to action are the only possible phenomena of practical reason in any form of life
whatsoever” (Thompson, “Three Degrees of Natural Goodness (Discussion note, Iride),”
4). The logical Footian does not make this claim. Rather, the logical Footian says that
there may be different forms of practical reason in different species of animals. By the
same token, the logical Footian will reject a logical Kantianism, which would hold that
“wherever there is practical reasoning of any sort, there are non-instrumental sorts of
practical reasoning” (Thompson, 5). We can say, then, that logical Footians are pluralists
about the forms of practical reason and thus about the forms of agency.

178 Thompson, 5.
179 Thompson, 5.
180 Thompson, 6.

92



account of human practical reason and human agency.

The third kind of Footianism is substantive. By substantive Footianism,Thompsonmeans

the substantive account of ethics and virtue given the specific human form of agency or

practical rationality. This may be characterized, for example, by accepting the “traditional

table of virtues.”181Thompson holds that such things cannot be secured or established via a

“close study of human life” from the outside. By contrast, substantive Footianism’s account

of ethics “must be given to us from inside.”182 For example, consider Lavin’s Aristotelian

approach to constitutivism. For Lavin, human beings do have a proper function, which is

governed by reason, and this will be closely tied to virtues. However, it is not clear, says

Lavin, that this will be accessible to someone from the outside. Aristotle, Lavin notes, is

talking only to those who have been properly raised and inculcated in this particular ethical

form of life, but not the skeptic. What is important here, for Lavin, is that this form of agency

is inescapable for those of us who are inside it. That is, even though there are other forms of

agency logically possible, what matters is how you relate to specifically human forms from

the inside.

Owing to its focus on natural goodness, much of Thompson’s (and Foot’s) and Lavin’s

discussion of forms of agency is species-specific in a biological sense. Part of the reasoning

here is that we cannot capture or make intelligible the behavior or action in which a member

of a species in engaged if we do not have an implicit representation of what is good for

that species according to its form of life (through, in Thompson’s terms, natural history

judgments). In addition to natural history judgments, there are also social history judgments

181 Thompson, 7.
182 Thompson, 7.

93



that allow us to individuate forms of agency based on social forms of life. What do I mean

by this? If natural history judgments are what render the behavior of members of a species

intelligible as a kind of biological agent, then social history judgments are what render our

behavior and actions intelligible as a social agent. I will set out a fuller account of this view

in the subsequent chapters, but here it may be helpful to sketch out some of the motivating

ideas.

While there are “merely” biological forms of life, we can also differentiate in between

forms of life in terms of theirmindedness.183 That is, we can distinguish different forms of life

in terms of their relationship to self-consciousness. For example, Hegel holds that we can

understand life not simply as plant or animal life, but, rather, rational, self-conscious life,

which develops out of it as its own form of life—that is, the form of life that human beings as

rational, self-conscious agents live. In the Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel famously holds that

self-consciousness is a form of life. For example, in describing the first reflective turn inward,

Hegel describes self-consciousness as “being reflected into itself” and, in being reflected

into itself, its “object has become life.”184This is crucial because, as Alznauer notes, one of

the kinds that are apt for a constitutivist analysis are living organisms. Alznauer argues

there are certain kinds of things in the natural world—living organisms—whose instances

are subject to normative evaluation based on whether or not those organisms as instances of

their species conform to the constitutive features (or, in Hegel’s term, the universal concept)

of their species, their form of life. This will apply not only to non-conscious and conscious

183 While I will discuss this in more detail in chapter 4, I will briefly sketch out the basic
idea here.

184 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel,The Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. Terry Pinkard (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), ¶168.
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organisms, but also to self-conscious life (“Spirit”) and its form of agency. Alznauer endeavors

to show that Hegel indeed offers a constitutivist account of normativity drawing on this kind

of self-contradiction in the realms both of nature and of spirit. “Hegelian constitutivism thus

rises or falls,” Alznauer notes, with the possibility of this kind of contradiction “between

an existing individual entity and its own universal concept.”185 From this kind of Hegelian

account, we get a sense of dynamism: a concept, as it is actualized, takes on a shape as

it develops over time. For a constitutivist account of agency, it is important to see how

this dynamic interplay between concept and existence play out in the Idea of rational, self-

conscious life. On this point, Pinkard highlights an important aspect of Hegel’s view. When

the shape of rational life develops, human beings offer self-articulations of the concept of

rational agency as it develops sociohistorically. These concepts, he explains, “emerge as

necessary components, or, in Hegel’s term, ‘moments’ for human agents to make sense of

themselves as they develop their conceptions of mind and world over time” and “become

incorporated into what it has historically come to be constitutive of making sense of mind

and world.”186

It may be helpful to recall some of Alasdair MacIntyre’s remarks on the relationship

between sociality and action. MacIntyre argues for the claim that “characteristically human

actions have the property of intelligibility.”187When we become agents, MacIntyre claims, we

learn to participate in sequences of actions that render our behavior intelligible to ourselves

and to others. We make such behavior intelligible relative to a set of social practices, such as

185 Alznauer, “Hegel’s Theory of Normativity,” 202.
186 Terry Pinkard,DoesHistoryMake Sense?Hegel on theHistorical Shapes of Justice (Cambridge,

MA: Harvard University Press, 2017), 17.
187 MacIntyre, “The Intelligibility of Action,” 63.
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daily routines, and institutions. Suppose that it were the case that we could understand the

relationship between our thought and action as isolated, disengaged agents. In that case, we

should be able to interpret our behaviors as actions without reference to any social context.

MacIntyre, by contrast, thinks that this is just an unintelligible project. OnMacIntyre’s view,

the notion of a “basic action” is a “potentially misleading abstraction.”188The reason for this

is that, for any given act, that act must be interpreted relative to some set of sociohistorical

frames or contexts before we can understand it as an action. This is because taking account of

different sociohistorical frames is necessary for characterizing one of the essential compo-

nents of an action: its intention. Different frames will result in different characterizations of

the intention. On this point, MacIntyre provides the example of a married man who is part

of a household on an old European farm. This agent’s activity, says MacIntyre, will take place

not only on the individual level, but it will take place within institutions that have different

histories, such as his marriage, the farm, his community, and so on. Some of these may be

relatively short-term (such as his marriage) but some may be hundreds of years old (such as

the history of the farm). The activity of this agent, then, can only be characterized relative to

this context. To isolate the activity of this farmer from his sociohistorical context and focus

on an isolated act or abstract act-type, says MacIntyre, would make his activity and actions

literally unintelligible.189 To even interpret our behaviors as actions, then, is to already be

bound-up in a normative, social space—it is to do so against a background or a horizon of

meaning.

188 Alasdair C. MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 3rd ed. (University of Notre
Dame Press, 2007), 204.

189 MacIntyre, 204.
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In the following chapters, what I will show is that the relevant form of agency for us is a

social one. For example, in chapter 2, I will argue that the problem of the normative arises for

us not only through a biological form of agency but through a social form of agency. Solving

this problem, I will argue, involves exercising our agency in specific social ways, including

through the recognition of other agents and the activity of social self-constitution.

In this chapter, I have given a broad introduction to constitutivism as a theory in terms

of its structure. First, I introduced the concept of the general constitutivist schema

and its core elements. I argued that different versions of constitutivism would specify this

thesis in different ways and that understanding the structure of those specifications is crucial

to understanding any version of constitutivism. To do so, I offered distinctions between

meta-normative and normative constitutivism, and I argued that standards for evaluating

different versions of constitutivism should be keyed to these ambitions. After this, I turned

to an analysis of the constitutive and normative elements of constitutivism and their relations

to each other. I provided an account of how constitutivists must understand kinds in terms

of goodness-fixing. I then showed how a wide-range of different constitutive features—aims,

functions, principles, desires, drives, structures, forms, and relations—can contribute to

the normative standards for a kind and the different advantages and disadvantages of each

kind of feature for constitutivists. I argued that these constitutive features may ground the

normative ones for the relevant kind.

After setting out the features of constitutivism in general, I then made a distinction

between agential and non-agential constitutivism. Within agential constitutivism, I argued

that we can individuate different kinds of agential views—agency-focused, agency-based,
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agency-central, and agency-priori—based on where they locate agency in specifying the

constitutivist schema. I then turned to how agential constitutivism relates to sociality. I

argued that we can distinguish between strong and weak forms of sociality for different

forms of agential constitutivism.

The meta-constitutivist framework that I developed revised some of the assumptions

that commonly are thought to apply to constitutivism. First, I argued that a constitutivist

account can rely on grounding relations to explain both the relation of constitutive features

to kinds and to normative features. Drawing on Anscombe, I showed how constitutivists

might account for normative features in terms of being grounded in and brute relative to

constitutive features. Drawing on Hegelianism, I argued for a dynamic conception of the

relationship between the concept and its existence. This view, if plausible, would allow for a

more dynamic version of constitutivism. In the section on agential constitutivism, I noted

how such a dynamic view might apply to different forms of agency as they develop.

While much of this chapter has been tetrapyloctomous, I want to close with a tetrapylo-

plectic summary and a preview of where these different elements will show up in the coming

chapters. The account that I will develop will be a version of agency-central constitutivism: I

will focus on both the normative and constitutive features of agency as a kind. Furthermore,

the view that I will develop will be strongly social. There are two constitutive features of

agency that I discuss here, each of which are social: the constitutive structure of recognition

and the constitutive function of self-constitution. These social features constitutive of agency

are not static. Rather, they develop over time. To give a constitutivist account that is dynamic,

however, I must rely on elements of my meta-constitutivist framework: first, in specifying
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the relation of the constitutive to the normative, I rely on grounding relations, brute rela-

tivity, and non-analytic conceptualism; second, in applying my version of constitutivism to

agency, I rely on a pluralist account of different forms of agency, including different socially

determined forms, and I will argue that the relevant normative features apply to the forms of

which they are constitutive. This theoretical grounding, then, will enable my development of

a flexible and dynamic version of agency-central constitutivism that is strongly social.
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chapter 2.

the problem of the normative reconsidered

Human beings are condemned to choice and action.

— Christine Korsgaard

Hast thou eaten of the tree, whereof
I commanded thee that thou shouldest not eat?

— Genesis 3:11

2.1. Introduction

We often face a deep philosophical and practical problem as agents—the problem of the

normative—in which we are confronted with challenges about which normative features

apply to us, how those features get a grip on us, and in virtue of what the normativity of those

features is grounded. How can we make progress on this pressing problem? In the previous

chapter, I offered an introduction to constitutivism, which aims to explain the relationship

between the normative features that apply to members of a kind and that kind’s constitutive

features. Agency-central constitutivism holds that the normative features applying to us

(as the kind of agents we are) are grounded in the constitutive features of our agency itself.

A central argumentative goal of this dissertation is to show that we can make progress in

responding to the problem of the normative confronting us as agents by developing a strongly

social, agency-central version of constitutivism.

It is possible to easily see the potential attractions of agency-central constitutivism for
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solving the problem of the normative confronting us as agents. If (i) the problem of the

normative is a problem that we face as agents, (ii) emerges in virtue of the structure of agency

itself, and (iii) agency-central constitutivism can explain how those normative features are

grounded in the constitutive features of our agency, then (iv) agency-central constitutivism

may offer a promising response to the problem of the normative. However, even if the

appeal of agency-central constitutivism is relatively easy to see in (iv) given its promise to

deliver (i)–(iii), it may nonetheless be initially unclear exactly what a strongly social version

of constitutivism can contribute to this beyond what the focus on and grounding in agency

itself contributes. One reason why the potential contributions of a strongly social version

of constitutivism may not be readily apparent as a potential solution to the problem of the

normative, so I will argue in this chapter, is that we have wrongly conceived of the problem

of the normative as primarily an individual or weakly social problem. In this chapter, by

contrast, I argue that the problem of the normative itself ought to be understood in a strongly

social way, and, once we properly understand the role of sociality in the problem of the

normative, it becomes clearer that a corresponding strongly social version of agency-central

constitutivism can help us to make progress in solving that problem.

What are some of the important aspects of my strongly social re-conceptualization of

the problem of the normative in contrast with a individualist or weakly social version? For

the latter, we might think of the problem of the normative as primarily or even exclusively

an internal problem that we face as individuals. Given the reflective structure of each of our

minds, each of us often wonders about questions like: How should I respond to my desires

and inclinations? What reasons do I have as an agent, and what ought I do? Although I think
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that such an understanding of the problem of the normative has intuitive appeal and I do not

want to deny the importance of some of these inner dynamics, I nonetheless propose that

there is an alternative way to approach the problem of the normative, and that is from a social

perspective. On such a perspective, the problem of the normative is not exclusively individual

or internal: rather, it emerges in a social context as we issue normative challenges to each

other, give each other reasons and justifications, make claims on each other, recognize each

other, among many other social interactions. Once we begin to alter our perspective in this

direction, I think that a social perspective is at least as intuitive as an individualist one: For

example, what reasons do we count as authoritative, and, when we exchange reasons, how

do we determine which reasons have normative authority? When I am considering my own

reasons for action, why can’t I simply determine that whatever I count as a reason is a reason?

How should we relate to each other? For example, what do I owe to you and what do you

owe to me? How do we hold each other normatively accountable for what we owe each other,

and what is the basis of such normative authority? These social questions are intuitively

an important part of the puzzle of normativity that we face as agents. Although we may

initially come to theorize about the problem of the normative from an individualistic set of

assumptions, I will argue that, once we begin looking at the structure of the problem more

deeply, we will see that a strongly social approach provides a more satisfying account.

More specifically, I am going to argue for a reconsideration of the problem of the norma-

tive as strongly social along three different lines. We may sometimes think of the problem of

the normative as a monadic problem, corresponding to a question likeWhat am I obligated to

do? By contrast, I am going to argue that the problem of the normative is a dyadic problem,
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corresponding more closely to questions likeWhat do you and I owe each other? In addition

to questions of structure, we may also be interested in those of justification. Here I will

contrast a monological approach to a dialogical approach. A monological approach attempts

to determine and justify reasons internally whereas a dialogical approach involves the ex-

change of reasons between agents. Alongside questions of structure and justification, we

may also wonder what the indexical perspectives are from which we face the problem of the

normative. According to a weakly social or individualistic approach, we face the problem

from the first-person singular. According to a strongly social approach, the problem of the

normative has important second-personal and first-personal plural elements which cannot

be reduced to the first-person singular. For example, I will argue that the problem of the

normative arises through second-personal recognitive challenges concerning normative

authority and these challenges involve both a dyadic structure and dialogical interaction,

and, as our social interactions gain complexity, we often deliberate from the perspective not

only of the first-person singular but also from that of the implicit first-person plural.

By reconceptualizing the problem of the normative as strongly social and centrally involv-

ing recognition, I argue that we gain a new perspective on its solution. Because the problem

of the normative emerges with this structure, I argue that, following what we can call the

problem–solutionmethod, our attempts to solve it should provide answers that are

congruent in structure. The solution to the problem of the normative is not something that

can be worked out monadically or monologically by a single agent in isolation, but it is a

social project that we carry out together.1

1 The general problem of the normative can instantiate itself as particular normative
problems and, in those cases, our solutions to those particular normative problems will
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Finally, I will directly connect this reconceptualization of the problem of the normative to

constitutivism. First, as I will argue in the next chapter, recognition is a constitutive feature of

agency. Because the problem of the normative essentially and centrally involves recognition

and because agency is constitutively structured by recognition, it turns out that there will

be deep links between the problem of the normative, its solution, and recognition as the

constitutive structure of agency. The project of the chapter following this one is articulating

those links and showing how mutual recognition contributes part of the solution to the

problem of the normative thus characterized. The second point concerning constitutivism

is that, when we rethink the problem of the normative as a dyadic relationship concerning

recognition of normative authority, we can begin to see why some popular challenges to a

strongly social form of constitutivism turn out to be misguided.2

2.2. Korsgaard’s Weakly Social Conception of the Problem of the Normative: Four
Structural Elements

My foil here is an influential conception of the problem of the normative that is forcefully

defended by Christine Korsgaard primarily in her Sources of Normativity.3 Although Kors-

gaard’s constitutivism and mine share a number of more general features (such as being

agency-central views with an emphasis on self-constitution, as in chapter 4), my first task

at this point is to argue that her account of the problem of the normative is based on a

involve relations of recognition (if not explicitly then at least implicitly).
2 For example, I will argue that the so-called shmagency objection fails to get a grip

as a skeptical challenge to my strongly social constitutivist approach to the problem of
the normative when that problem is thought of in a dyadic and deeply social way.

3 While I argue against many aspects of Korsgaard’s views in both this chapter and chap-
ter 4, I nonetheless deeply admire her work and it has been extremely influential on my
own views.
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monadic, monological perspective of the first-person singular and that this is a weakly social

conception of the problem. I then take a critical approach to this weakly social conception

because it misses or perhaps even obscures the fundamentally social origins and structure of

the problem of the normative, as well as misses the social solutions to that problem.

Before criticizing Korsgaard’s view, it is important to offer a plausible and charitable

interpretation of its relevant aspects. In the next subsection, I am going to first offer an

overview of Korsgaard’s conception of the problem of the normative, and then I am going to

argue that her account has four related commitments in her understanding of the structure

and origin of the problem of the normative. These four are understanding the problem (1) in

the singular first-person, (2) as monological, (3) as constituted by a monadic structure, and,

on the basis of (1)–(3), (4) as weakly social.4 By sketching out these four commitments, I will

be able to contrast my own views later in the chapter.

2.2.1. Overview of Korsgaard’s Conception

The problem of the normative, Korsgaard says, is the problem that you and I each face in

stepping back and asking ourselves whether or not something is a reason for us.5 You and I

each face this problem on Korsgaard’s account because our respective self-consciousnesses

are “essentially reflective” in that when we each are presented with desires, perceptions, and

inclinations, each of us can ask whether or not those things are really reasons for us.6There

is a reflective gap that opens for each of us. When this gap opens up, Korsgaard says, the parts

4 There aren’t always clean lines between these different elements, and some of these
commitments are more-or-less explicit while others may be merely implied.

5 Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity, 93.
6 Korsgaard, 92.
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of the soul are disunified (i.e., appetite is proposing something for action that reason has

yet to rule upon and spirit has yet to carry out reason’s decision), and I have to subject these

potential reasons to reflective scrutiny to reunify myself in making a choice.7

This is unlike the structure of consciousness for non-human animals for whom, on Kors-

gaard’s view, there is no such separation between the instincts and the principles governing

their behavior. Where there is a reflective gap for us between, on the one hand, desires,

inclinations, perceptions and, on the other, our reasons and principles, a non-reflective

animal’s desires, inclinations, and perceptions and behavior are sutured together. Thus, the

problem for the normative for us, on Korsgaard’s picture, is created because of the reflective

structure of our consciousness from the first-personal perspective, and it is a problem that is

unique us as human beings.

To solve this problem, Korsgaard relies on what she identifies as “one of the best rules

of philosophical methodology: that a clear statement of the problem is also a statement of

the solution.”8We can call this the problem–solutionmethod. Because the problem,

she says, is generated by the essentially reflective structure of self-consciousness from the

first-personal perspective, she locates its solution in first-personal reflective endorsement. If

the problem, she explains, is that reflection opens up the possibility that my reasons might

not survive reflective scrutiny, then the solution is that they might survive such scrutiny.9

How would they do so? Korsgaard offers a Kantian account according to which potential

reasons survive reflective scrutiny if and only if they are expressive of or necessitated by a

7 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 147. The problem of the normative is discussed in more
detail in chapter 4 with a focus on self-constitution.

8 Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity, 49.
9 Korsgaard, 49.
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person’s practical identities, including both relatively general identities (like rational agent

or human being) and more specific identities (such as doctor, daughter, or student). Thus, the

reflective structure of self-consciousness sets me a problem that I solve through reflective

endorsement on the basis of my practical identities.10 The obligations and reasons that

arise through this process of reflective endorsement are binding on me insofar as I find

the principles constituting those practical identities from which they issue necessary for

me. Because some of those principles (such as the hypothetical and categorical imperative)

are constitutively involved in rational agency itself, Korsgaard argues, they are necessarily

binding on us as rational agents.11

There are a number of attractions to Korsgaard’s first-personal account. It seems to make

sense of the experience that we all have in asking ourselves if the pushes and pulls of desire

or the tugs of inclination that we all face on a daily basis really do give us reasons for action.

Indeed, it often seems that we are facing this reflective gap and wondering how to bridge it

on our own, as though we are trying to govern as, as in words of David Foster Wallace, “lords

of our tiny skull-sized kingdom.”12When we try to solve those problems, we often reach for

principles that are deeply embedded in our practical identities. Furthermore, aside from

fitting intuitively with our common experience of deliberation and choice, the tight link that

Korsgaard offers between the statement of the problem and the solution is philosophically

clean: by stating the problem clearly, Korsgaard gives us a sense of what we are going to

10 Korsgaard, 49–50.
11 See the discussion of efficacy, autonomy, and the hypothetical and categorical imperatives

in chapter 4.
12 David Foster Wallace, “This is Water” (commencement speech), Kenyon College, May 21,

2005, Gambier, OH, https://web.ics.purdue.edu/~drkelly/DFWKenyonAddress2005.pdf.
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need in order to solve it.

While there are many more important details of Korsgaard’s account (we will return in

detail to her view in chapter 4), I now want to turn to the four commitments I identified in

her understanding of the problem (1) in the singular first-person, (2) as monological, (3) as

monadically structured, and, from (1)–(3), as (4) weakly social.

2.2.2. Singular First-Person

First, Korsgaard’s account of the problemof the normative is given in the singular first-person.

For example, Korsgaard offers the following summary of her view:

When I am conscious that I am tempted to do something because of something

else, I can ask myself whether I should do that, and this amounts to asking

whether the consideration on which I propose to act provides a reason. To

answer in the affirmative is to adopt a certain maxim of action as a law governing

my conduct; to answer in the negative is to command myself to adopt a law

of doing the opposite—refraining from the forbidden action and, if necessary,

taking positive action to avoid the violation. Thus I act under my own authority

as a lawgiver, and I am accountable to myself if I do not. So my reasons—and

indeed practical reasons in general—are grounded in the authority the human

mind necessarily has over itself.13

It is clear in this statement of her view that the singular first-person I is repeatedly

13 Christine M. Korsgaard, “Autonomy and the Second Person Within: A Commentary on
Stephen Darwall’sThe Second-Person Standpoint,” Ethics 118, no. 1 (October 2007): 11.
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emphasized. The discussion of normativity that she provides in chapter 3 of Sources of

Normativity is directly given in terms of the singular first-person, and this view is elaborated

and expanded upon in great detail in Self-Constitution. Indeed, she offers this description after

affirming as “basically right”14 Stephen Darwall’s characterization of her view as holding

that “moral obligations can be grounded in the constraints of first-personal deliberation

alone.”15

While I think it is incontrovertible as a matter of interpretation that Korsgaard’s view is

based on the singular first-person, we may nonetheless briefly consider two potential com-

plications to this characterization of Korsgaard’s view. First, is it possible that Korsgaard’s

account encompasses both the singular and plural aspects of the problem of the normative?

One might point to the fact that Korsgaard does sometimes use the first-personal plural in

explaining her view. For example, when she is first laying out the problem of the normative,

she puts it like this: “For our capacity to turn our attention on to our own mental activities

is also a capacity to distance ourselves from them, and to call them into question.”16 Such

first-personal plural language is merely illustrative: it is trying to get us to see what it is that

we each do as individual I’s each from the perspective of the singular first-person. Indeed,

nowhere in the extensive elaboration of her theory does she state that she is attempting to

offer an account of the first-person in the plural. When some critics have argued that her

theory would be more successful if it were to take on a more inter-subjective view like that

14 Korsgaard, 10.
15 Stephen Darwall,The Second-Person Standpoint: Morality, Respect, and Accountability (Cam-

bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006), 11, as cited in Korsgaard, “Autonomy and
the Second Person Within,” 10. There is a complication in this passage concerning
Korsgaard’s view of the second-person, which I will discuss shortly.

16 Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity, 93; my emphasis.
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advanced by Hegel (who, we can recall, famously remarked on the “The I that is we and the we

that is I”),17 she resists strenuously. For example, she says that the fact “actual norms in their

detail are hammered out communally” does not “have any deep metaphysical implications

about the foundation of morality.”18 She calls such intersubjective Hegelian perspectives

“overly politicized” and emphasizes the importance of “an integrity that must be achieved

inwardly by the self.”19

The second complication involves the second-personal perspective. In further response

to Darwall, Korsgaard says that she holds the seemingly “paradoxical” view that morality is

grounded first-personally but that “all reasons are second personal.”20 Korsgaard explains

that what she means by this is that when we obligate ourselves first-personally we do so in

the form of a second-personal command to ourselves. This is what she calls the “second-

person within.” On this point, she takes herself to be following Kant’s view that, in order

for another person to obligate me, I must be able to also obligate myself and, in obligating

myself, I take a second-personal relation toward myself. We can note that the second-person

here is figurative and not literal: it is explained exclusively in terms of self-relation. Even

if this response to Darwall concedes a fair bit of ground to the importance of the second-

person perspective, there is no reason to suppose that Korsgaard has anything but a singular

first-personal view and that the second-personal element is anything but metaphorical.

17 Hegel,The Phenomenology of Spirit, ¶177 (108).
18 Christine M. Korsgaard, “Natural Goodness, Rightness, and the Intersubjectivity of

Reason: Reply to Arroyo, Cummiskey, Moland, and Bird-Pollan,”Metaphilosophy 42, no.
4 (July 2011): 393.

19 Korsgaard, 394.
20 Korsgaard, “Autonomy and the Second Person Within,” 10.
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2.2.3. Monological

The second point that I want to make about the structure of Korsgaard’s account of the

problem of the normative is that it is monological. Jürgen Habermas describes a monological

approach tomorality as one inwhich “the justification of norms and commands” is carried out

“in the form of a hypothetical process of argumentation occurring in the individual mind.”21

We can contrast such a monological approach where the dialogue is hypothetical within a

subject to a dialogical approach where the dialogue occurs intersubjectively. One example

of such a monological approach, Habermas notes, would be “the monological approach of

Kant, who assumed that the individual tests his maxims of action foro interno or, as Husserl

put it, in the loneliness of his soul.”22We have seen above that Korsgaard’s Kantian account

of the problem of the normative and its solution is given in such monological terms. For

example, I “ask” myself if the inclinations and desires presented to me are really reasons and

I am “answerable” and “accountable” to myself. Even when Korsgaard discusses the “second

person within,” the “voice” of this second person within is that of a monological dialogue

concerning the justification of commands that an individual self has reflexively issued to

itself.23

21 Jürgen Habermas, Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action, trans. Christian
Lenhardt and Shierry W. Nicholsen, with an introduction by Thomas McCarthy, Studies
in Contemporary German Social Thought (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990), 68.

22 Habermas, 68.
23 While I am, at this point, simply attempting to offer a characterization of Korsgaard’s

theory as monological, I will argue later that this structural characteristic poses se-
rious problems for her constitutivism (or any variety of monological constitutivism)
in effectively responding to skeptical challenges, such as the so-called “shmagency”
objection.
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2.2.4. Monadic

Third, Korsgaard’s account of the problem of the normative (and its solution) is monadic

or monopolar. By monadic or monopolar, I am referring to the structure of the problem and

solution in terms of normative authority involving a single agent. We can distinguish this

from a dyadic or a bipolar form of normativity that involves a normative relationship between

two different agents. Michael Thompson helpfully explains that these different forms of

normativity are expressed through formally different judgments: a monadic or monopolar

normative judgment has, for example, a form like “X has a duty to φ”, whereas a dyadic or

bipolar normative judgment has a form like “X has a duty to Y to φ.”24 Themerely monadic

or monopolar form of judgment contains a single “agent-pole” whereas the bipolar form

of judgment contains two agent-poles and “an arc of normative content pass[es] between

the agent-poles.”25 Korsgaard’s view is merely monadic or monopolar: For Korsgaard, the

problem of the normative is a problem about the internal integrity of an agent and the

unification of that agent in a choice that gets expressed through a self-constituting action.26

While there may indeed be other agents ultimately involved in particular normative problems,

Korsgaard’s conception of the fundamental problem and its solution can be captured in this

monadic or monopolar way.

One may wonder what the distinction between my claim that Korsgaard’s view is mono-

24 Thompson provides a fuller table of these forms of judgment in “What is it to Wrong
Someone? A Puzzle about Justice,” chap. 14 in Reason and Value: Themes from the Moral
Philosophy of Joseph Raz, ed. R. Jay Wallace et al. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004), 335.

25 Thompson, 335.
26 Later in this chapter, I will argue that the appropriate form that captures the problem of

the normative (and its solution) is a bipolar (or perhaps multipolar) form of normativity,
but, for now, I want to restrict myself to this core point.
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logical and that it is monadic. Monadic (and dyadic) refers to the normative structure of the

problem (and to the form of judgments corresponding to that structure). Monological refers to

the method of normative justification in terms of dialogue. A monological approach involves

a hypothetical intra-agential dialogue whereas a dialogical approach involves inter-agential

dialogue. These two aspects are closely related and we will often find them corresponding

for good reason: if normativity has an essentially monadic structure, then a monological

approach is likely to be more appropriate as the form of the solution than if normativity has

an essential dyadic structure where a dialogical approach may be more helpful.27 Indeed, for

Korsgaard, we cannot entirely divorce the monadic structure of the problem and the solution

from the monological approach. For example, Korsgaard states that “the reflective structure

of self-consciousness inevitably places us in a relation of authority over ourselves and that

we are as a consequence also accountable to ourselves.”28 Here we see a statement of the

monadic structure of authority in the context of the problem of the normative and of the

monological structure of accountability that is its consequence.

2.2.5. A Weakly Social Conception

We can combine the three previous points in terms of the weakly social nature of this concep-

tion of the problem of the normative. Korsgaard’s conception of the problem of the normative

is weakly social for two reasons: (1) her conception of the problem of the normative does not

27 While these two aspects are closely related, they can conceptually come apart. We could
have a monological justification for dyadic duties, such that I owe it to you to φ, but that
the only procedure or mode of justification required for this judgment takes place in
foro interno.

28 Korsgaard, “Autonomy and the Second Person Within.” See also Korsgaard, Sources of
Normativity, 104–5, 150–51.
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essentially involve sociality, and (2) if the problem of the normative does involve sociality,

it does so in a merely contingent way.29 We can draw on the three points above to see this.

First, the problem for Korsgaard is one that we face as individuals from the first-person

singular. It is not a problem that is essentially second-personal or even about the first-person

plural. Thus, we do not have any sociality in the indexical structure of the problem. Second,

the way that the problem arises and the deliberation concerning how to solve it have a mono-

logical justificatory structure: we ask ourselves normative questions, we deliberate internally

about them, and we are answerable and accountable to ourselves. There is not an essentially

dialogical component to this. Thus, from the perspective of justification, Korsgaard’s view

is again asocial. Finally, we see that this monological approach makes sense given that

Korsgaard’s view has an essentially monadic structure to it rather than a dyadic (or polyadic)

structure. The formal nature of the question involves a single agent’s reflexive and monadic

self-relation rather than a dyadic (or polyadic) relation of normative authority between two

(or more) agents, and, thus, it makes sense that Korsgaard’s answer to the problem takes the

monadic and reflexive form that it does. Taken together, I think it is clear that Korsgaard’s

account is weakly social in three ways: in terms of its indexicality (the singular first-person),

its justificatory structure (its monological approach), and its normative structure in terms of

agential relations (its monadic or monopolar form of normativity). Where sociality may enter

into particular normative problems that we face, it does so in a contingent or weakly social

way, and this does not alter the lack of sociality that structures the more general problem

itself. Now that I have offered an interpretation of the structure and origin of Korsgaard’s

29 See chapter 1 for a discussion of weak sociality in terms of contingency.
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view, in the next subsection I will turn to a critique of Korsgaard’s weakly social approach to

the problem of the normative.

2.3. A Critique of Korsgaard’s Weakly Social Conception

In the previous section, I offered an interpretation of Korsgaard’s conception of the problem

of the normative as rooted in the singular first-person, as monological, as monadic, and

as weakly social. In this section, I am going to argue that, because of those features, her

conception of the problem of the normative faces significant challenges. First, I argue that

Korsgaard’s view cannot account for the emergence of the problem of the normative as a

distinctively normative problem. Second, I will show that Korsgaard’s monadic conception of

the problem does not adequately account for the structure of normative authority between

agents (or even internal to a single agent). Third, I will argue that, given her view of the

nature of reasons in relation to the problem of the normative,30 Korsgaard’s account faces a

dilemma concerning the nature of reasons.

To offer a preview of where I will be going with this critique, in the next subsection I

am going to argue that the problem of the normative is better understood as strongly social:

we should reconceive of the problem (and thus its solution) (1) as involving not only the

standpoint of the singular first-person but also the standpoints of the second-person and

the first-person plural, (2) as dialogical, (3) as having at minimum a dyadic, bipolar form of

normativity, and, thus, (4) as strongly social. What connects all of these four elements, I will

argue, is recognition. The problem of the normative, so I will argue, is a problem that arises

30 See especially chap. 4 of Sources of Normativity.
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through dyadic and dialogical challenges concerning recognition.

2.3.1. The Emergence of the Problem of the Normative

There are these two young fish swimming along and they happen to
meet an older fish swimming the other way, who nods at them and
says, “Morning, boys. How’s the water?”

And the two young fish swim on for a bit, and then eventually one of
them looks over at the other and goes, “What the hell is water?”

— David Foster Wallace, “This is Water”

One of the attractions of Korsgaard’s account is that her singular first-person understanding

of the problem of the normative seems to intuitively fit with our everyday experience of

wrangling with our desires, impulses, and inclinations and trying to deliberate about which

choices we should make on the basis of our practical identities and principles. While I agree

that there is an initial intuitive appeal to this approach, I want to suggest that this conception

remains at best a partial understanding of the problem, if not a conception that obscures

the problem. To see this, I am going to press Korsgaard’s account on her views about the

emergence of the problem of the normative a distinctively normative problem. I am going to

argue that her view—as in the singular first-person, as monological, and as monadic—has

trouble explaining the origin of this problem. By contrast, on a strongly social conception, we

can explain the emergence of the problem of the normative as a normative problem through

dyadic and dialogical struggles over recognition and normative authority.

Yet, if Korsgaard’s account is so intuitive, why does it face this problem? In chapter 3, I

will argue that recognition is developmental and sociohistorical. One upshot of this is that,

while it may seem quite easy for us to understand the problem of the normative from the
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phenomenology an exclusively singular first-person perspective, we are only able to do that

because of a complex historical development of relations of recognition that form an implicit

social background which enables that kind of abbreviated phenomenological experience of

the problem. We are so deeply immersed in these fundamental forms of sociality that we run

the risk of not noticing their importance in normatively structuring our self-consciousness,

rather like fish wondering, “What the hell is water?”31

2.3.1.1. From Instinctive Consciousness to Reflective Self-Consciousness

In order to understand the problem that Korsgaard’s account faces regarding the emergence

of the problem of the normative, we need to return to her discussion of the differences in the

structure of consciousness of non-human animals and humans.32 What I am going to argue

here is that (1) we need an account of the transition and transformation away from merely

instinctual consciousness to reflective self-consciousness, and (2) Korsgaard’s intra-psychic

account of how this transition is supposed to happen is insufficient on its own to generate

the problem of the normative as distinctively normative. The reason that this problem arises

is that there is no plausible normative challenge to the authority of desire, inclination, etc.

that can arise internally from a purely monadic, monological, and singular first-personal

31 A similar point is made by Axel Honneth, Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea, ed.
Martin Jay, The Tanner Lectures on Human Values (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2008), 58–59, as noted by Mattias Iser, “Recognition,” inThe Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy, Summer 2019, ed. Edward N. Zalta (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford
University, 2019), §2.1, https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2019/entries/recognition/.

32 Korsgaard offers an extensive discussion of this in Self-Constitution, ch. 6 as well as in
parts of Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity and her more recent Christine M. Korsgaard,
Fellow Creatures: Our Obligations to the Other Animals (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2018).

117

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2019/entries/recognition/


perspective.

For the instinctive consciousness of non-human animals, as Korsgaard points out, the

instincts and inclinations are immediately translated to principles of behavior. The world

shows up, she explains, “teleologically” and in a “primitively normative” way. For example,

when a dog has an instinct to chase a squirrel, that instinct translates immediately into the

dog giving chase.33While animals may indeed encounter a variety of problems in the course

of their lives (such as finding food, evading predators, reproducing, and so on), none of these

are distinctively normative problems for them. For example, consider the dog with an instinct to

give chase to a squirrel: the dog does not conceive of, much less question, that instinct as

a reason to chase the squirrel (case 1: dog chasing a squirrel). Even if a non-human

animal has a reason for action (like satiating hunger), this does not imply that such an animal

understands or conceives of that reason as a reason.34 Without being able to question or

deliberate about whether desire or instinct really counts as a reason as such, the problem of

the normative can never emerge as normative for a merely instinctive animal consciousness.

That is because there is no reflective gap that allows for the non-human animal to call into

question the normative authority of desire or instinct: it simply is unquestioned and, for a

merely instinctive animal, unquestionable and unchallengeable authority over its behavior.

case 2: dog on awobbly log. Suppose that the squirrel attempts to escape a dog

33 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 109–14.
34 For example, Alasdair MacIntyre argues that non-human animals can have reasons in

Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need the Virtues (Chicago, IL: Open Court,
1999), chap. 6. He argues against Anthony Kenny’s view that non-human animals cannot
have reasons for action because of their lack of language. While I do not think that we
need to resolve that dispute here, my own overall position is closer to MacIntyre’s view
than Kenny’s.
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by hoping across a precarious log in a stream. The squirrel is light enough to hop across

the log quickly but when the dog hops onto the log, its weight forces the log to wobble, and

the dog begins to hesitate and appears unsure if it should continue crossing the log to get

the squirrel. Has the problem of the normative arisen for the dog on the log? Even though

the dog is hesitating, the normative structure of the problem for the dog has not changed: its

instincts still govern its behavior, even if a new instinct (a desire to avoid harm by falling

off the log and into the stream) has emerged in addition to an old one (a desire to catch the

squirrel). If the dog falls off the log and avoids crossing it next time, then the dog learns

from the experience but does not thereby acquire reason, a new perspective on its desires, or

a reflectively-structured self-consciousness. Thus, although the dog may be vacillating on

continuing to run across the log to get the squirrel, the kind of reflective gap necessary for

the problem of the normative to emerge as normative still has not yet opened for the dog.

Given human beings’ vastly more sophisticated cognitive capacities relative to even

the most intelligent of non-human animals, we may be tempted to conclude that it is this

difference in raw brainpower alone that explains why we are unique to as a species in facing

the problem of the normative.35 We might think that, once a species reaches a certain level

of neurological complexity, the problem of the normative must show up for them. Yet, while

it is true that the cognitive capacities we possess are necessary for us to face the problem

of the normative, it is far from clear that they alone are sufficient to open up the required

35 We are unique in the sophistication of our cognitive capacities and degree of reflective
self-consciousness as far as we know. Perhaps future research will determine that
cognitively sophisticated animals, such as great apes or elephants, also have a form of
reflective self-consciousness that is much more complex than we currently believe.
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reflective gap at the heart of the problem of the normative.36

To see this point, it is helpful to draw on Matthew Boyle’s conception of transformative

rationality. Boyle makes a distinction between two kinds of theories of rationality: additive

and transformative.37 An additive theory of rationality, Boyle explains, holds a conception

of human rationality such that “the capacity to ‘reflect on reasons’ for belief and action

is a sort of special module that rational minds possess, over and above the modules for

accumulating information through perception and for desire-governed action, which we

share with nonrational animals” and that this additional module “gives us the capacity to

monitor and regulate” our beliefs and actions in ways distinct from non-human animals

without such a module.38 Boyle contrasts additive theories of rationality with what he calls

transformative theories of rationality. A transformative theory of rationality rejects the

picture of rationality as a module that is added to an existing cognitive architecture involving

perception and desire but that rationality fundamentally transforms our mind, including

our perceptive and orectic capacities because it puts us in a new relation to them. Similarly,

Korsgaard makes a distinction between intelligence and reason. Intelligence is the ability to

learn from experiences and behave differently in the future (such as, in her example, when a

dog avoids a porcupine after a previous prickly encounter), while reason, she explains, is the

ability to have an awareness of oneself in mental space and to be aware of potential grounds

for action as such grounds.39

36 For a related point, see my discussion of constitutive features that, by themselves, are
normatively inert unless paired with an additional constitutive feature in chapter 1.

37 Matthew Boyle, “Additive Theories of Rationality: A Critique,” European Journal of Philos-
ophy 24, no. 3 (January 2016): 527–55.

38 Boyle, 2.
39 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 113–15.
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We can extend this distinction to the problem of the normative itself. On an additive

theory of rationality, we may be tempted to think of the problem of the normative as some-

thing like a software bug that happens to come along with a cognitive sophistication and

rationality module, and, once that module gets installed, the problem of the normative just

starts showing up for any creature that has the module and the module in turn proposes

solutions to it. By contrast, on a transformative picture, the problem of the normative will

arise from how reason transforms the form of self-relation that characterizes consciousness.

For example, reason transforms the structure of how I stand in relation to my perceptions

and desires, and so the problem of the normative shows up because of this transformation

in self-relation. Although different transformative theories can be given, what I want to

highlight here is the structural point that we should expect the problem of the normative to

arise from a transformation in the structure of consciousness and the mode of self-relation

available to agents with reason. On Korsgaard’s view, this occurs because of reason’s relation

to the other parts of the soul.40 On the view that I will suggest later in chapter 3 and chap-

ter 4, an important part of the transformation will involve a mode of self-relation essentially

mediated by others. Thus, by paying attention to the structure of this transformation, we can

arrive at a clearer view of the problem of the normative that is engendered by it.

case 3: you on awobbly log, chasing a dog. Let’s return for a moment to our

dog and squirrel case. Imagine that you are chasing after your dog through the woods and

you are worried that the dog will get lost while it’s trying to catch the squirrel. The dog

hops across the log in the stream and now you must also hop onto the log to keep up or risk

40 To be clear, Korsgaard does not endorse the module view. Even so, her position is a bit
closer to it than my own.
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losing your dog, and, as the log wobbles, you wonder whether or not you should continue as

you could be seriously injured by a fall into the stream. Has the problem of the normative

emerged for you at this point? Yes: you are able to reflect on whether or not your inclination

to chase your dog across a log so that it doesn’t get lost really provides you with a reason to

risk falling off the log. For example, you may worry that, if you don’t continue, you are a bad

human companion to your dog and may be held accountable for that and you may weigh this

against the concern that, if you get seriously hurt, you will be physically unable to, say, care

for your elderly parent, which may make you a bad child. Thus, you are able to reflect on the

potential grounds for your actions in a way that the dog is not. When you are hesitating on

the log, the structure of what you are doing is different than what the dog is doing. You are

questioning whether or not your potential reasons are really reasons for you.41

case 4: lonely islander on awobbly log. While we would face the problem of

the normative in deciding whether or not to continue across the wobbly log, we should be

careful not to conclude the problem of the normative must arise for all human beings in

cases like these (including those with ordinary levels of cognitive functioning). For example,

consider a man who was stranded on a desert island and has survived there entirely alone

41 I want to highlight here that, while it may appear that I am agreeing with Korsgaard’s
account of the problem of the normative flat-out in this example, that assessment is
premature. There are two points of difference here. First, on my account, the reason
that this is intelligible as an example is because much of the background sociality that is
already in place, and, second, notice that I specify the normative problem not simply
in terms of a self-relation to an inclination, but a self-relation that is mediated through
relations to others with whom you would presumably stand in relations of recognition
and who can call on you to offer reasons for your actions. I offer this style of case
because I want to show that, even in isolation, we will ultimately still be able to see the
contribution that sociality makes to the problem of the normative.
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since he was a baby.42 Imagine that one day he is trying to hunt down an animal for some

food, and the animal hops across a wobbly log in the stream. The islander follows, hops on

to the wobbly log, is thrown slightly off balance and hesitates about continuing. Has the

problem of the normative arisen for our lonely islander on the wobbly log? It has not. Despite

his relative cognitive sophistication, our lonely islander’s situation is more closely analogous

to the dog chasing the squirrel rather than us when we are chasing the dog. The reason for

this is that the normative structure more closely mirrors the former situation rather than

the latter: the desires and instincts of the lonely islander (to get food and to remain healthy)

still hold automatic and unquestioned normative authority for him, and there is no normative

gap that is opened up such that the islander can question whether or not those desires and

instincts really do have authority as normative for him. The desires are taken as given. In this

way, our lonely islander is dependent on his desires for his behavior.

Onemay again press the objection here that this is implausible because the lonely islander

is vastly more intelligent than the dog. While that is true, it does not alter the normative

structure for him in a fundamental way. To see this, consider Korsgaard’s remarks on the na-

ture of instrumental intelligence in cognitively sophisticated non-human animals. Korsgaard

rightly points out that the world that such an animal “perceives is still a world teleologically

structured around her own interests by her instinctive responses.”43 Furthermore, Korsgaard

agrees that our “natural” way of perceiving the world is in this teleologically structured

way. Our lonely islander may learn the different properties of objects and use instrumental

42 I mean this kind of example to be distinct from someone who was shipwrecked on an
island but previously part of a society.

43 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 114.
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intelligence in figuring out how to realize his desires, but a reflective normative gap has not

opened up for him.

Why hasn’t our lonely islander’s situation transformed in case 4 in the way that presents

him with the problem of the normative like it did for you in case 3? Our lonely islander

is instrumentally intelligent and has the potential cognitive capacities to encounter the

problem of the normative. Indeed, if the problem of the normative arose exclusively in a

first-person singular, monological, monadic way, we would expect that the lonely islander

should encounter it regularly in a variety of different situations, just as we do. But our lonely

islander, as merely instrumentally intelligent as he may be, cannot encounter the problem of

the normative on his own in a first-person singular, monological, and monadic sort of way

because the right sort of challenge has not been presented to him. Each of the challenges that

our lonely islander faces are merely instrumental: how does he realize his desires (say, to

stay well-fed, healthy, and alive)? What the lonely islander needs to face is a challenge to

the normative authority of himself and his desires, and, until he faces such a challenge, the

problem of the normative will not arise.44

44 This is not to say that we ourselves cannot make normative evaluations of his behavior
from a third-personal perspective, as we have acquired the relevant normative concepts.
For example, we might understand that the way the islander is attempting to get food is
inefficient. This does not imply that the islander faces the problem of the normative, as
we can make a similar kind of judgment for non-human animals: each has a reason to
pursue food (even if they do not understand that reason as a reason) and because we can
understand that reason as a reason, we can make judgments about the efficacy of their
means in relation to the end set by the reason they have.
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2.3.1.2. Expulsion from the Garden or Disappointing Trip to the Supermarket?

To illustrate her account of the emergence of the problem of the normative and the transition

from merely instinctive consciousness to reflective self-consciousness, Korsgaard draws on

Kant’s “Conjectural Beginning of Human History.”45 In this essay, Kant uses the setting of

the Garden of Eden to muse on the origins of reason, freedom, and the beginning human

history,46 and, for Korsgaard, Kant here offers us an allegorical explanation of where “our

story, the human story, begins”47 as creatures who are, as she puts it elsewhere, “condemned

to choice and action.”48 For both Kant and Korsgaard, what causes us to abandon our natural

drive and instinct “might have been something trivial”—such as dissatisfaction with a piece

of fruit.49We may see a piece of fruit and think that, like the other fruits that we have eaten

before, it appears tasty. Yet, when we eat and experience a harm or a dissatisfaction we

weren’t expecting (even if it is one, as Kant puts it, “as insignificant as you like”), this provides

the human being with the “first occasion to cavil with the voice of nature.”50 This, Kant

says, is what “opened the human beings’ eyes” and allowed us to see “an infinity” of possible

45 See Immanuel Kant, “Conjectural Beginning of Human History,” in Anthropology, History,
and Education, ed. G. Zöller and R.B. Louden, trans. Allen W. Wood, The Cambridge
Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant (1786; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2007), 160–75, and, for Korsgaard’s reading, see her Self-Constitution, §6.2, titled “Expul-
sion from the Garden.”

46 As Allen Wood observes in his translator’s notes (Anthropology, History, and Education,
160–62), the format of the essay can be read as a satirization of J.G. Herder’s Oldest
Document of Humankind (1774).

47 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 118.
48 Korsgaard, 1.
49 Kant, “Conjectural Beginning of Human History,” 8:112 (165).
50 Kant, 8:112 (166). This is the first step of four in Kant’s account of the development of

reason here.
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objects of desire “instead of the single object of desire” provided to us by nature.51 Faced with

this new range of choices, Kant explains, the human being “discovered in himself a faculty of

choosing for himself a way of living and not being bound to a single [desire], as other animals

are.”52Thus, for Kant and for Korsgaard, the inauguration into reason and choice takes place

when our expectations of something in nature—a piece of fruit, perhaps—do not match up

with reality. We start to question if appearances really are so and if we should really, say,

take a bite of this-or-that apple. If this is right, then our lonely islander should be able to

face the problem of the normative: as soon as he encounters something, such as a piece of

fruit, that is not as it first seems, then a whole world of choice should be opened before him

and it will be as though, as Kant puts it, he stands “on the brink of an abyss.”53This abyss is,

in Korsgaard’s terms, the problem of the normative.

This interpretation of the Garden of Eden as an allegory for the problem of the normative

suffers from two relevant defects. The first defect is that this reading of the Garden of Eden

story does not provide us with an adequate account of the transition away from the merely

instinctive consciousness to reflective self-consciousness. To see this, consider the following

story: my dog, Maple, loved to eat toilet paper when she was a puppy, and, whenever she

would see a roll of it, she would run and chew it up. Yet, because this caused digestive

problems for her, we needed to break her of the habit, and so we sprayed a roll of toilet

paper with, appropriately enough, bitter apple spray. When she ran to chew up the toilet

paper with bitter apple spray, it was not what she expected and she hated it. After this, she

51 Kant, “Conjectural Beginning of Human History,” 8:112 (166).
52 Kant, 8:112 (166).
53 Kant, 8:112 (166).
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would hesitate before eating toilet paper and appear to choose between toilet paper and other

potential treats. Yet, despite unsettled expectations and her learning from experience, my

dogMaple was not ushered into an entirely newworld of choice, a new form of consciousness,

nor did she begin to face the problem of the normative, nor did a new era of dog history

begin. Or consider our lonely islander: suppose that one day he eats a fruit and this fruit

turns out to be bitter or perhaps slightly poisonous. Has he thereby entered a new realm of

reason and choice? Far from it: all he has learned is that his desires may not be realized in

certain objects. The relevant desire (to eat a piece of tasty fruit) still holds normative authority

for him.54 Thus, this relatively trivial example is not enough from a singular first-person,

monadic, monological point of view to induce the problem of the normative: all that it ends

up doing, from the standpoint of the structure of normative authority, is to introduce some

uncertainty about which objects may fulfill desires that nonetheless retain their normative

authority.

The second defect is that this conception of the story as an allegory for the problem of the

normative makes it more like a disappointing trip to the super-market than daring to defy the

authority of an omnipotent being. By this, I mean that a monological, monadic, and singular

first-personal conception of the problem of the normative neglects both the core normative

point of the story and the social structure in the story that makes that point possible. I don’t

mean this to be just a point of Biblical interpretation, but this misreading of this allegory for

the problem of the normative turns out to illustrate a more fundamental defect in the kind of

54 Even if there were an internal adjustment and balancing of particular desires so that he
is able to better realize some maximally compossible set of his desires, this structural
point would be the same.
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account of the problem of the normative offered by Korsgaard and points the way to a more

satisfying alternative account. The point of the Garden of Eden story is not that humans

discovered some fruits are better than others, now we have to pick and choose between them,

as though we didn’t quite like that peach we got in the produce section last week and now

we’re thinking about buying some plums.

To the contrary, what is important about the story is that God commanded Adam and Eve

not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil: “And the Lord God commanded

the man, ‘You may eat freely of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of

good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die” (gen. 2:15–17).55

When they eat the fruit, and thereby defy God’s command, that is when they gain knowledge of

good and evil.56 Given their defiance, God punishes them “because you have […] eaten of the

tree about which I commanded you, ‘You shall not eat of it”’ (gen. 3:17).57 To appropriately

capture a normative dimension of the choice that Adam and Eve make, we have to put it under

description of a disobedient choice. Now there may be a question here about the normative

status of this choice: prior to eating the fruit, neither Adam nor Eve knew good or evil and,

if not, how could the question whether or not to eat the fruit have been a normative one for

them? But this framing misconceives the temporal and normative structure of the story. In

temporal terms, the problem of the normative does not fully emerge until after the initial

failure to recognize the claim to normative authority (in this case God’s normative authority),

55 TheNewOxfordAnnotated Bible: NewRevised StandardVersion with Apocrypha, Fully Revised
Fourth Edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 14.

56 One reading, I take it, of this point is not that the fruit contains magical properties
of some sort, but rather that, in defying God’s command and being banished from the
garden, they learn that good and evil consist in their relationship to God’s will.

57 New Oxford Annotated Bible, 16.
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and, in normative terms, it is only after the challenge of the snake to the claim of God and

the subsequent disobedience to God’s authority that Adam and Eve are able to appreciate

the normative structure of their choices with respect to God as normative.58

Furthermore, both Kant and Korsgaard represent this as a mostly solitary story about one

person eating fruit. Yet, even here, there is a (non-egalitarian) social structure involving God

(who commands), Adam and Eve (who are commanded), and the snake (who tempts Eve, who,

in turn, tempts Adam). If we are thus going to take the Garden of Eden story as a model for

the problem of normativity, then, at minimum, the problem will involve second-personal

addresses (including commands and their defiance) issued in a series of dyadic structures:

(1) God commands Adam; (2) the snake tempts Eve, (3) who disobeys God; (4) Eve tempts

Adam, (5) who disobeys God; and (6) God punishes Adam and (7) Eve each. The problem of

the normative, then, does not emerge because of a disappointed expectation of a solitary

individual, but because of second-personal commands and addresses, dialogical interaction,

and dyadic structures. Thus, the transition frommerely instinctive consciousness to reflective

self-consciousness is far from “trivial” (as Kant put it).

58 This is not to say that there is not some inkling of the problem in the dialogue up to
the choice to by Adam and Eve to eat the fruit. In gen. 3:1–8, the dialogue between
the snake and Eve is not heavily-laden with normative vocabulary: the snake asks what
God said about eating the fruit of that tree, Eve reports it, and the snake (correctly, as it
happens) disputes God’s claim: God told Eve that, if she ate the fruit of that tree, she
would surely die, but the snake says this isn’t really true: she will learn the difference
between good and evil, but she won’t die (perhaps confirmed by implication in gen. 3:22,
where God justifies the expulsion of Adam and Eve from the garden because “[the man]
might reach out his hand and take also from the tree of life, and eat, and live forever”).
But why would God put the command in this way? I take it that one reason for this is
that Adam and Eve, not having the relevant normative vocabulary, could only understand
a command in terms of a desire that they already had (to continue living).
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We can explain why, through this interpretative lens, eating that fruit gave Adam and

Eve knowledge of good and evil: it marked their entrance into the right kind of relational

structure for normativity and agency.59 This relational structure, as we have seen, centrally

59 John Milton offers a marvelous retelling of this story in Book IX of Paradise Lost in
the interaction between Eve and Satan (disguised as the serpent) (John Milton, Paradise
Lost: Authoritative Text, Sources and Backgrounds, Criticism, ed. Gordon Teskey [1667; New
York: W.W. Norton, 2005], Book IX). Here we see a drawing out of the orectic tension by
the serpent in a sophisticated way: the command that forbids the eating of the fruit is
one that forbids something good, but any command that forbids something good is not
binding. If the command is not binding normatively, what would persuade Eve to follow
it? The punishment of death is not, so Satan says, to be feared because it would (i) be
contrary to their inward freedom, (ii) the serpent did not die, and (iii) given (ii), it should
follow that Eve would not die because “intellectual food” cannot be reserved for beasts
alone.

The varying interpretative options here also shed some light on the discussion of the
nature of agency and action here. For example, Northrop Frye offers an interpretation
based on the tripartite division of the soul into reason, appetite, and will. What the Fall
represents, Frye holds, is the inversion of the priority of reason and appetite: “After the
fall, the hierarchy implanted by God in the human soul is not merely upset, but reversed.
Appetite now moves to the top place in the human soul, and by doing so it ceases to
be appetite and is transformed into passion, the drive toward death” (Northrop Frye,
“Children of God and Nature,” in Milton, Paradise Lost, 463). Frye’s account here mirrors
the one that Korsgaard gives in of Self-Constitution: the inversion allows passion to “act[]
as though it were an external force, a tyrant of the mind” and “reduces reason to the
lowest point in the soul[.]”Frye, 463 I take it that there is a deep irony here for Korsgaard:
the act which inaugurates Adam and Eve as agents is one in which their agency is in
disarray.

E.M.W. Tillyard holds that Book IX is about agency itself. In Book IV, Tillyard says,
Milton “can find no adequate scope for [Adam and Eve’s] active natures” and that they
are in a “hopeless position” marked by passivity. Yet this would be, Tillyard holds,
psychologically intolerable: “Any genuine activity would be better than utter stagnation”
and that “Milton, stranded in his own Paradise, would have very soon eaten the apple on
his own responsibility and justified the act in a polemical pamphlet” (E.M.W. Tillyard,
“The Conscious Meaning and the Unconscious Meaning,” in Milton, Paradise Lost, 451).
In Book IX, by contrast, we see that Adam and Eve are “recognizable human beings”
(Tillyard, 451). This is because there is, especially after the fall, space for action and
activity. This view is echoed by A.J.A. Waldock, who holds that, for Eve, we see a “magic
transformation; the Fall transmutes her into a woman, a person[.]” As Eve more deeply
understands the normative contours of her situation, Waldock notes, so her “humanity
only deepens” (A.J.A. Waldock, “The Fall,” in Milton, Paradise Lost, 457–58).
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involves deontic elements (relating to commands). In addition to these deontic elements, we

also find that, immediately after their disobedience, there is a mediated transformation of

Adam and Eve’s self-relation for Adam and Eve: they realize that they are naked and, out

of fear and shame, cloth themselves and hide.60 This indicates that there is a fundamental

transformation in their self-awareness: in terms of their nakedness, they recognize themselves

as God recognizes them.61

We can put this point in terms of desire as well. On Kant’s and Korsgaard’s accounts,

what gets us to question the normative authority of desire is the problem in satisfying a

desire, perhaps desires conflict or the kinds of objects that previously satisfied a desire no

The drama here is not merely internal, but it is also social as well. In his own analy-
sis, Frye makes internal disorder analogous to social disorder (as we also see in Plato’s
Republic). Waldock holds that, as Eve transforms into a person, she is capable both of re-
proaching God and also of recognizing her own deeply social nature in her love for Adam:
“So dear I love him, that with all death / I could endure, without him live no life” (Milton,
Paradise Lost, IX, 826 as cited on page 457). Barbara Lewalski likewise emphasizes the so-
cial dimensions ofMilton’s depiction of Adam and Eve. As withWaldock, Lewalski holds
that one of the crucial driving elements of the story is the relationship between Adam
and Eve. Lewalski here holds that the first challenge, correctly perceived by Eve, is the
conflict between and balancing of “autonomy and interdependence”Lewalski, “‘Higher
Argument’: Completing and Publishing Paradise Lost,” in Milton, Paradise Lost, 472 (both
between each other and God). An important part of this is that Eve now recognizes
and will act upon her newfound role as “the primary human agent in redemption” in
post-Edenic life (Lewalski, 475). The final lines of the poem with the emphasis of Adam
and Eve “going forth ‘hand-in-hand- and ‘solitaire”’Lewalski, 476 are about this balance
between autonomy and interdependence as Adam and Eve leave Eden and “go forth
to live out all our woe and to enact all that has been foreseen” (Lewalski, 476). On this
reading, the Fall is less about an internal psychological turmoil between the various parts
of the soul (which is not to say that Lewalski denies them such psychological depth), but
it is more fundamentally about the changing and relational modes of agency that occur
because of the fall and how, on Milton’s representation, human beings began history.

60 gen. 3:10 puts in terms of being “afraid,” but this is contrasted with gen. 2:25, where
they are not “ashamed” of their nakedness.

61 Or as they imagine that God recognizes them.
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longer do so. Yet neither of these would get us to question the normative authority of a desire

or desire generally; they would only get us to question the priority of one desire relative

to others or the means for realizing that desire. What the allegory of the Garden of Eden

illustrates is that what gets Adam and Eve to reflect in a normative way on their desire is

that there is a normative challenge from God to them. That is, we see a kind of conflict at

work for Adam and Eve. There are two steps to this. In the first step, God commands them

not to eat the fruit of the tree of good and evil. However, because Adam and Eve do not yet

have knowledge of the good and evil, God must put this in conditional terms: if they eat

of that tree, they will die (against their desire to live). In the second step, we see a conflict

between two aspects of recognition: on the one hand, they have recognized and acted on the

authority of their desire to eat fruit, and, on the other, they now recognize the normative

authority of God. God’s command to them to not eat the fruit, then, challenges them in a

way that creates a conflict between the automatic authority of their desire and the normative

authority of God.

It is in this structure that the problem of the normative begins to emerge. Where A

is already and automatically committed to the normative authority of their own desires62

and B issues a normative challenge to A, this normative challenge unsettles that automatic

normative commitment. The challenge causes a series of splits which open the gap for

normativity. First, there are orectic splits due to the challenge causing an incompatibility

between certain desires. On one level, there are simple orectic splits between basic objects

of desire (such between fruit and life). While simple orectic splits initiate the chain that leads

62 This is not to say that they are committed to the normative authority of their own desires
as normatively authoritative here.
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to the problem of the normative (and these are possible asocially), they are not sufficient

for it. One reason why the account of the normative that is given by Kant and Korsgaard

is inadequate is because it remains at the level of the simple orectic split. From within a

singular first-personal, monadic, and monological perspective, while the subject can see

that relatively simple, discrete desires are incompatible, there is nothing at that level and

from that perspective which would induce a recognitive orectic split. The recognitive orectic

split is the transition from the realm of the unquestioned normativity of desire to a reflective

self-consciousness.

Rather, after a simple orectic split is induced, a recognitive orectic split can occur but only if

the right kind of normative challenge is issued. In this case, the recognitive orectic split is

between the desire to recognize the normative authority of themselves and their own desire

to eat the fruit and the normative authority represented by God’s command to the contrary.

In my diachronic account of the development of the structure of recognition (see chapter 3),

there is a orectic split of this kind: roughly, (1) a desire both to have one’s desires recognized

and to be recognized oneself as independent and normatively authoritative but (2) this would

involve a desire not to recognize the normative authority of others (or their own desires) that

would compromise one’s self-recognition as independent and normatively authoritative; thus,

(3) when there is a desire to be recognized by another subject who demands recognition, a

recognitive orectic split occurs. How can a recognitive orectic split be resolved? When the

split is among human agents, as we will see in chapter 3, there is an initial temptation to try

to resolve it on the part of just one side: that is, to demand recognition without recognizing

the other. However, as I argue more fully in chapter 3 (following Hegel), this one-sided
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recognition is insufficient for resolving this problem. This is because, at the beginning

stages, the desire for recognition will go unfulfilled if it is merely one-sided (either because

the other side is willing to die for their claim to recognition or because of the internal

contradictions of the mastery/servitude dialectic). What is required here is the adjudication

of normative claims to recognition and of a shared normative authority.

Now, in the Garden of Eden story, we are taking for granted the normative authority of

God as a solution. That’s why it can only be but an allegory for the beginning of the problem of

the normative. But the point here about the problem will generalize and intensify outside of

this allegory: what generates the problem of the normative is this recognitive social structure

involving interpersonal challenge and contradictory sources of normative authority.

While I think that an analysis of this Biblical allegory is illustrative, I do not want to

claim that it sets out the structure of the normative in its entirety or that we need to rely

on the literal truth of this story itself for an account of normativity. I am not, after all,

advocating a form of divine command theory. Rather, what I think that the story highlights

is the normative role that commands and challenges to authority have in opening up the

“abyss” of the problem of the normative. In the Garden of Eden story, the accountability

is to God whereas, in my later analysis, these challenges are those between human beings

(who, through relations of mutual recognition, come to have accountability to each other as

equals).63 Yet, in each, we see a similar structure regarding the problem of the normative as

involving second-personal commands and challenges. In both kinds of cases (divine–human

63 I draw this language from Darwall’s use of “accountability to God” and “morality as
accountability to equals” from his discussion of similar issues in The Second-Person
Standpoint, 101ff. See also my discussion in §2.3.2.1.
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and human–human), these are dyadic and dialogical, not monadic and monological. This is

an allegorical way of putting the more general development of the problem of the normative

in social terms: we enter into the problem through claims of and challenges to our own

and each others’ normative authority. In virtue of inhabiting this new relational normative

structure, our self-conceptions transform: we recognize ourselves in normative terms as we

are (mediately) recognized by others.

Furthermore, while I have so far emphasized the role of second-personal commands and

challenges, I do not want to exclude first-personal elements from my account altogether.

First, I am not arguing here that there is no apparently singular first-person way to describe

an aspect of the choice that Adam and Eve each face, which would be counter-intuitive, but,

rather, that such first-personal elements alone are not sufficient to generate the normative

structure of the problem they face. The sociality discussed above is what makes such a

choice intelligible as normative in the first place, and so, if we are going to use this case

as an allegorical description, we can’t fail to include them. The choice they face is about

choice in the context of a command from a normative authority that they recognize (or fail to

recognize). Second, my own account includes first-personal plural elements as well, such as

implicitly constructing the norms of what we do through our second-personal interactions

and deliberating against a shared first-person plural background.64

64 While I do not want to necessarily insist on it as an interpretive point, I think that we can
also see an implicit first-person plural doing some normative work in the background
with Eve’s temptation of Adam and the snake’s temptation of Eve. I do not think that
this aspect of the interpretation is crucial to my larger point, however.
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2.3.1.2.1. Normative Authority, Desires, and the Orectic Part of the Soul

One way that Korsgaard might respond to my criticism here goes like this.65 What the

reflective structure of self-consciousness creates for us is a gap between ourselves and our

desires, and, due to this gap, we need a way to exercise our reflective, rational capacities

in order to make a determination among our desires concerning which of those desires

constitutes a reason for us. While it may be helpful (or perhaps even de facto necessary) to

have some aspects of developmental sociality (e.g., linguistic capabilities or other reasoning

capabilities acquired through education), it does not follow that the problem of the normative

itself takes an essentially social form. So long as (1) there is a reflective distance between

ourselves and our desires, and (2) we exercise ourfirst-personal capacities of rational reflection

to close that gap, we can encounter the problem of the normative and it will remain essentially

first-personal and asocial (or, if social, weakly social) for us. In order to respond to this

concern, I will focus on these two points in turn.

When we focus on the gaps that open up between ourselves and our desires, we should

make a distinction between two kinds of gaps: (1) on the one hand, there is a gap that opens

up for us with respect to our particular desires, and, (2) on the other, there is a gap that opens

upwith respect to the normative authority of the orectic part of the soul itself. My view, shared by

Korsgaard, is that the problem of the normative arises only through the latter: that is, it is only

when we are able to call into question the normative authority of our orectic part of the soul in

contrast to our rational part of soul that the problem of the normative arises. Korsgaard puts

the situation like this: in mere consciousness (such as that of a non-human animal), “the

65 Thanks to Mark Murphy for pointing this line out to me.

136



whole psychic system is closed and tightly knit.”66What having self-consciousness does, on

Korsgaard’s view, is that it loosens the knots of this tightly wound psychic system: instead

of being automatically determined by the orectic part of the soul, we come to see whatever

incentive it presents to us “as a proposal, something we need to make a decision about”

instead of as “a force or a necessity.”67When we see the orectic part of the soul presenting us

with incentives about which we need to make decisions rather than simply determining our

behavior through force or necessity, this is when the problem of the normative opens up for

us.68

To solve this problem, Korsgaard holds, we need a reason to go on, and, to get this reason,

following Kant, she contends that we need to determine our will autonomously according to

a law (i.e., the categorical imperative). This aspect of Korsgaard’s Kantian solution helps us to

66 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 119.
67 Korsgaard, 119.
68 I take it that this is Korsgaard’s point in Sources of Normativity when she states the

following (93):

But we human animals turn our attention on to our perceptions and desires
themselves, on to our own mental activities, and we are conscious of them.
That is why we can think about them. And this sets up a problem no other
animal has. It is the problem of the normative. For our capacity to turn
our attention on to our own mental activities is also a capacity to distance
ourselves from them, and to call them into question. I perceive, and I find
myself with a powerful impulse to believe. But I back up and bring that
impulse into view and then I have a certain distance. Now the impulse doesn’t
dominate me and now I have a problem. Shall I believe? Is this perception
really a reason to believe? I desire and I find myself with a powerful impulse
to act. But I back up and bring that impulse into view and then I have a
certain distance. Now the impulse doesn’t dominate me and now I have a
problem. Shall I act? Is this desire really a reason to act? The reflective mind
cannot settle for perception and desire, not just as such. It needs a reason.
Otherwise, at least as long as it reflects, it cannot commit itself or go forward.
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make the distinction between the two kinds of gaps regarding our desires evenmore stark. In

the Critique of Practical Reason (and expressed elsewhere in various forms), Kant plainly states

that “All practical principles that presuppose an object (matter) of the faculty of desire as the

determining ground of the will are, without exception, empirical and can furnish no practical

laws.”69The first kind of gap between ourselves and our desires—in which we are attempting

to determine which of our desires we should act upon—is consistent with a presupposition

that an object of the faculty of desire will be the determining ground of our will. What we

would need to determine, in that case, is which object of the faculty of our desire will be the

determining ground of our will. However, this is distinct from questioning whether or not

the faculty of desire itself should be the determining ground of our will. The latter is a different

kind of reflective gap. Whereas the former gap is consistent with presupposing the normative

authority of some object (which one in particular would remain to be determined) of the

faculty of desire to determine our will, the latter kind of gap is not: it opens that faculty (and

the objects that it proposes) up to reflective scrutiny.

What we need, on both Korsgaard’s Kantian view and mine, is to be able to question the

normative authority of the orectic faculty itself, not simply to pick out which of its various

objects may end up determining our will. My argument in this chapter is that a first-personal

perspective alone is unable to induce the relevant kind of gap between ourselves and the

normative authority of our faculty of desire. The story that we are told by Kant (as we will see)

and echoed by Korsgaard is that a small dissatisfaction with any given desire presented to

69 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, in Practical Philosophy, ed. and trans. Mary
Gregor, The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant (1788; Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1999), 5:21, p. 155.
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us by nature is sufficient to cause us to question the faculty of desire itself, which we could

do from a purely first-personal and asocial (or, at best, weakly social) point of view. I don’t

think that this is quite right: what a small dissatisfaction with any given desire produces, by

contrast, is some consideration (on the basis of learning) about which of the possible objects

of desire will best satisfy the faculty of desire, which, as a faculty, would retain its normative

authority for us. By contrast, in §2.3.1.2, I argue that we can explain how a challenge to the

normative authority of our orectic faculty arises socially: it happens when there is a recognitive

orectic split in the context of a social recognitive challenge. What I think this rejoinder is

sufficient to do is to shift the burden of proof to those who wish to maintain a first-personal,

non-social account of the problem of the normative as arising out of dissatisfaction from

discrete desires. At the very least, we are owed a revised (or further defended) account of

how it is that we are supposed to transition from the first kind of reflective gap (concerning

particular objects of the faculty of desire) to the second kind of reflective gap (concerning

the faculty of desire itself).

We are now able to turn to the second part of the above objection to my position. The

first part, as we just saw, holds that the problem of the normative arises from a first-personal

reflective gap with our desires. The second part (proceeding on the assumption of the first)

holds that, once the problem so arises, if we exercise our first-personal capacities of rational

reflection to close that gap, then the problem and its solution will remain first-personal and

asocial (or weakly social). I take it that the reason this aspect of the objection is relevant is

because, even if we were to concede that the problem arises in a first-person singular, asocial

way, it would still be open to us to argue that the solution to that problem must come about
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in a social way, and so this aspect of the objection to my view attempts to shut that exit.

To see why I don’t consider this aspect of the response convincing, we can turn to

Korsgaard’s debate with Stephen Darwall.70 In this debate, Korsgaard makes a significant

concession. “Because of the reflective structure of human consciousness,” Korsgaard explains,

“I think that every rational agent stands in what Darwall would call a second-personal relation

to herself—she has a second-personal voice within.”71This “second-personal voice within”

is, as Korsgaard explains it, how we engage in self-legislation: you are able to take the

second-personal stance with regard to yourself and to put yourself under a law.

On this concession, we see that a problem arises for a purely first-personal, asocial

perspective: normative structural collapse (see §2.3.3.2 for more detail on other aspects of this

problem). Here’s what Imean: at this point, we are discussing the origin of and initial solution

to the problem of the normative. Even if the origin of the problem of the normative can be

given in purely first-personal singular and asocial terms, it turns out to be a problem for the

first-person singular, asocial (or weakly social) perspective if the solution to that problem—

autonomous, first-personal self-legislation—is made intelligible in terms of a second-personal,

social normative structure (such as second-personal command). By hypothesis, at the genesis

of this problem, we are assuming that no such second-personal normative interactions have

taken place yet. So, then, it is unclear how a second-personal normative structure could

be applied internally to render the structure of self-legislation transparent. By contrast, if

the second-personal, social normative structure is primary in the diachronic account of the

70 For this, see Korsgaard, “Autonomy and the Second PersonWithin” and StephenDarwall,
“Reply to Korsgaard, Wallace, and Watson,” Ethics 118, no. 1 (October 2007): 52–69.

71 Korsgaard, “Autonomy and the Second Person Within,” 11.
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problem of the normative, then, when we do have cases of self-legislation (whether in terms

of the first-person singular or plural) that draw on the second-person as a grounds for their

intelligibility, we face no such explanatory hurdle. Again, we see that this shifts the burden

to the first-person singular, asocial theorist: we are owed an account of the internal structure

of self-legislating authority that does not depend parasitically upon second-personal, social

normative structure for its very intelligibility.

2.3.2. Monopolarity and Bootless Bootstrapping

In the previous section, I focused on the transition from merely instinctive consciousness to

reflective self-consciousness and I argued that a singular first-personal, monadic, monologi-

cal, and asocial or weakly social approach was insufficient to generate a normatively critical

self-relation required to open the kind of reflective gap necessary for the problem of the

normative. The focus there was on the genesis of the problem of the normative. In this section,

I want to focus more on the problem’s structure. We saw a preview of this in my re-reading

of the story of the expulsion of Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden as an allegory for

the problem of the normative, where I suggested that one crucial feature that Kant’s and

Korsgaard’s conception overlooked was the essentially social normative structure of that

story (including second-personal address, defiance, and its patterning in dyadic normative

pairs). Here I want to generalize that point and argue that a singular first-personal, monadic,

and monological conception of the problem of the normative disfigures the structure of that

problem.
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2.3.2.1. Normative Structure and the Kantian Paradox

One way to think about the problem of the normative is as a question about how we establish

normative authority: that is, when the appropriate kind of normative challenge (whether

in the form of a reflective gap or from another person) is faced, how does the necessary

normative authority to resolve that challenge get established? In the Garden of Eden story,

God’s normative authority to issue commands to Adam and Eve and to punish them for their

disobedience was presupposed. Yet, without this presupposition, is there any way that the

relevant normative authority can get established?72

I’ve set up the question above in a slightly misleading way: as third-personal and in the

passive voice. This is misleading because it may make it seem as though the establishment

of normative authority is something that just happens (like when you notice that, all of a

sudden, a new building has sprung up down the street). A better way to phrase this question

would be first-personally and in the active voice, and we can distinguish here between two

forms:

1. The singular first-person: “How do I establish normative authority?”

2. The plural first-person: “How do we establish normative authority?”

Both of these forms share the active component: that establishing normative authority is

an activity and it is a process that we undertake, and, if we manage to do it, then it is an

achievement. Korsgaard and I share this view of the problem of the normative. Where we

72 One is reminded here of the famous question in Dostoevsky’sThe Brothers Karamozov:
“Without God and the future life? It means everything is permitted now, one can do
anything?” (The Brothers Karamazov: A Novel in Four Parts with Epilogue, 12th ed., trans.
Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky (1880; New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2002),
589).
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differ is on the nature of the indexical. For Korsgaard, as we have seen, the first-person

indexical is in the singular, and this is expressive of the monadic structure of the problem of

the normative and her preferred monadic solution to it. On the plural first-person reading,

the establishment of normative authority is an activity that we undertake together and it

is a collective achievement, not an individual one.73 Even so, it still retains a first-personal

element: we are interested in determining how normativity is self-imposed.

When posed in a monadic form in the singular first-person, we may be tempted to a

Kantian answer: I have normative authority over myself because, as a free, rational agent, I

have legislated that law for myself. In short, I establish normative authority over myself by

giving myself the law. Korsgaard puts it in legislative terms:

The source of obligation is a legislator. The realist objection—that we need

to explain why we must obey that legislator—has been answered, for this is a

legislator whose authority is beyond question and does not need to be established.

It is the authority of your own mind and will.74

Terry Pinkard summarizes this approach in the language of reasons: “reasons have a claim

on us because we make them have a claim on us.”75 Whether we put the point in terms of

laws or reasons, the crucial move is the structure: when I ask myself about how normative

authority over me gets established, the answer, on this view, is that I establish normative

73 I borrow the language of achievement from Robert Pippin in Hegel’s Practical Philosophy,
9.

74 Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity, 104.
75 Terry Pinkard, German Philosophy, 1760-1860: The Legacy of Idealism (Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press, 2002), 59.
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authority over myself. In other words, I make reasons have a claim on me and I impose the

law on myself.

Is there any reason to prefer the one first-personal interpretation—whether singular or

plural—over the other? If the monadic form of the question seems to naturally or neces-

sarily lead to a Kantian answer, then one reason that we may have for preferring the plural

interpretation over the singular one involves what has been called “the Kantian Paradox.”76

The Kantian Paradox highlights the peculiar structure of Kantian self-legislation, normative

authority, and reasons. Pinkard articulates the paradox like this:

[1] The paradox arises from Kant’s demand that, if we are to impose a principle

(a maxim, the moral law) on ourselves, then presumably we must have a reason

to do so; [2] but, if there was an antecedent reason to adopt that principle, then

that reason would not itself be self-imposed; [3] yet for it to be binding on us,

it had to be (or at least had to be ’regarded’ to be, as Kant ambiguously stated)

self-imposed.77

We should notice that this paradox arises in large part because of the singular first-personal

and monadic conception of the structure of the problem: it’s a problem about what I alone

can reflexively do to establish normative authority over myself. If the normative authority

that I establish over myself really is authoritative, then it is not merely arbitrary, and, if it

not merely arbitrary, then I must have a (normative) reason for establishing it as I do [1]. Yet,

if I have such a (normative) reason, then, by hypothesis, that reason cannot be self-imposed

76 Pinkard attributes the original use of this term to Robert Pippin (see German Philosophy,
60n16).

77 Pinkard, 59. I have added the bracketed numbering here.
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[2], and, if it not self-imposed, then it is not binding [3], and, if it is not binding, then I have

not successfully established normative authority over myself; yet, if I have not successfully

established normative authority over myself then I have not made it so that reason can have

a claim on me in the first place.

Because of the terms of the problem—that it is one that I face alone and that I can’t rely

on any external normative authority—it is hard to see what could be offered as an attempted

solution except for this kind of bootless bootstrapping. One response to this criticism would

be that this underestimates the resources available to the singular first-personal perspective.

For instance, it is not somemonolithic I that is doing all the work here, but rather it is various

parts of the soul operating in concert to engage successfully in the activity of self-constitution

and, through this, normative authority is established. Korsgaard puts her solution is in terms

of “pulling yourself together,” by which she means unifying the different parts of your soul

under the authority of reason.78 Yet, the reason that this is unlikely to work is because it calls

for a self-relation that is simply untenable in terms of establishing normative authority.79

But how are we supposed to determine which parts of the soul have authority over the other?

Hegel noticed this problem for Kant and observed, as Pinkard explains, that “splitting the

agent in two—seeing each as the ‘negative’ of the other, in Hegel’s terms—does nothing to

solve the problem, since such a view cannot adjudicate which of the two sides of the same

agent is to have priority over the other” or how one part “binds” another.80

If this form of bootless bootstrapping looks unpromising, then perhaps we need to adjust

78 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 125.
79 I will have more to say about self-constitution in chapter 4.
80 Pinkard, German Philosophy, 227.
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our conception of the problem to make a few more boots available. To do this, I suggest

that we shift from the singular first-person to a social perspective including the plural first-

person. To see how this might work, we may begin by considering a possible objection my

account of the Garden of Eden story in the previous section. One may interpret Korsgaard’s

and Kant’s accounts of the Garden of Eden as providing an alternative to heteronomous

divine commands: if the problem of the normative is initially structured as a first-personal

deliberative question, then the solution to that problem needs to issue from a first-personal

and autonomous choice that is an answer to that question. While God may command, so the

idea goes, each of us still makes a singular first-personal and autonomous choice to comply

with that command.

However, one might worry, if the problem of the normative is one that essentially involves

second-personal (in that case, divine) commands, then doesn’t it follow that the problemof the

normative and morality is essentially heteronomous? Here was can draw on Darwall’s view

of the transition away from a conception of “morality as accountability to God” to “morality

as equal accountability.”81 OnDarwall’s view, “the moral point of view is intersubjective” and,

when I issue a second-personal command to you, I address it to you as an equal member of the

moral community, and, as an equal member of the moral community myself, I also implicitly

address such a command to myself. The problem of the normative arises because of social

challenges to each other’s normative authority, and, in resolving these challenges, we have to

recognize each other as equals. In doing so, our second-personal commands are not merely

second-personal; rather, they are implicit first-personal plural demands on which norms the

81 Darwall,The Second-Person Standpoint, 101.
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moral community should recognize and, as an equal member of the moral community, I am

implicitly yet autonomously committing myself to abide by such a command when I issue it.

Determining which commands to issue and act upon, then, is not merely a first-personal

matter: it involves implicit first-personal plural deliberation of the joint constitution of the

norms of the moral or ethical community to which we belong.

Moving from the singular first-person to the plural first-person allows us to conceive

of the problem of the normative as a collective problem rather than an individual one: it is

a problem that we overcome together, not separately. This was, for example, Hegel’s own

solution to the Kantian Paradox. Hegel noticed that attempting to solve this paradox by

“splitting” and reunifying the subject was unlikely to generate a solution, and so he proposed,

instead, a “doubling”: instead of trying to think about the problem of the normative and

its solution in terms of a single agent (as an I), we should think of it in social terms.82 More

specifically, what Hegel saw was that the establishment of normative authority requires the

mutual recognition of multiple agents. On Hegel’s account, this cannot happen all at once,

but it occurs developmentally: first through a struggle for recognition between master and

servant (or “slave” or “vassal”) and, ultimately, through mutual recognition. Pinkard helpfully

summarizes Hegel’s solution like this:

Neither the master’s nor the vassal’s will alone was normative for the judgments

of either agent; normative authority turned out to rest in the will of both, in

being a social matter of each serving as master and vassal, or, in Kantian terms,

of simultaneously, first, each subjecting the other to the law he himself authors;

82 See Pinkard, German Philosophy, 227 for discussion along these lines.

147



second, of each being himself subject to the law authored by the other; and, third,

of each subjecting himself to the law of which he is also the author.83

In chapter 3, I will argue for this kind solution to the problem of the normative through

mutual recognition (in both synchronic and diachronic terms), but, at this point, I simply

want to highlight that whether or not this kind of solution shows up to us depends on how

we conceive of the problem in the first place. If we conceive of the problem primarily as a

singular first-personal, monadic, monological problem, then we are unlikely to even entertain

a solution like this. Yet, if we conceive of the problem as one that we face together, then we

will be more open to social solutions.

2.3.3. Monopolarity and Normative Structural Collapse

In the previous subsection, I argued that one problem of a singular first-personal andmonadic

approach to the structure of the normative was that involved a kind of bootless bootstrapping

of normative authority. Because of the Kantian paradox, so I argued, a monadic and first-

personal approach to normativity would likely leave us to conceive of answers in terms that

would leave us without any grounded normative foundation. In this section, I am going to

continue focusing my criticism on monadic approaches to the problem of the normative, yet,

instead of focusing on the question of initial grounding, I am going to argue that a monadic

approach to the problem of the normative (especially in the moral domain) unacceptably

collapses normative structure.

83 Pinkard, German Philosophy, 229.
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2.3.3.1. The Problem–Solution Method and Normative Structure

Here I want to begin by recalling the problem–solution method (psm). To put it in

the form of a slogan, psm holds that a clear statement of a philosophical problem is also a clear

statement of its solution. For psm to be of any real methodological value, we will need to add

more detail to this initial slogan. To do this, I am going to make four points: (1) That there is

(or should be) a formal isomorphism between the problem and the solution, (2) that a helpful

way of understanding this isomorphism can be given as an analogy to the informational

structure (especially involving focus and congruence) of questions and answers in a linguistic

sense, (3) that we can give a parallel account of normative structure and that the isomorphic

relationship between problems and solutions there can also be characterized by a form of

congruence, and (4) that we can work from “both ends” (problem and solution) to develop an

adequate account of the structure of the problem of the normative.

2.3.3.1.1. Problem–Solution Isomorphism

It will be helpful to begin by how we might think of problems and solutions under psm.

Korsgaard’s account of psm draws on the distinction between a concept and a conception:

a concept “names the problem” whereas a conception “proposes a solution.”84 Korsgaard

draws this idea from John Rawls’sTheory of Justice: for Rawls, the concept of justice names the

problem of the distribution of the burdens and benefits of cooperation, while a conception

of justice proposes a specific interpretation of that concept.85 Korsgaard reads Rawls here

84 Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity, 114.
85 Rawls puts it like this: “Thus it seems natural to think of the concept of justice as distinct

from the various conceptions of justice and as being specified by the role which these

149



abstractly. She explains that a concept, such as justice, names a problem and, in doing so, it

“refers in a formal way to the solution of that problem” (my emphasis) and while the solution is

a substantive interpretation of that formal statement.86 Thus, we can start to understand the

psm slogan a bit better here: (1) the statement of a philosophical problem is the statement

of a concept, (2) this statement of a concept is a formal reference to the solution of the

problem, and (3) solutions answer problems insofar as they are conceptions, specifications,

or interpretations of the problem understood as a concept.

The above construal of psm may seem a bit thin methodologically. After all, it seems

that this is just a thesis concerning how concepts (problems) formally refer to conceptions

(solutions) and how conceptions (solutions) specify or interpret concepts (problems). What of

methodological value can be gained from this relatively thin thesis involving formal reference

and interpretation? There are two crucial methodological implications for psm from the

view that the concept/problem formally refers to the conception/problem. First, because a

problem/concept involves formal reference to a solution/conception, the problem/concept

and the solution/conception must be formally isomorphic or congruent, or, if not, then there

must be some rule that licenses a formal transformation. Second, given this requirement that

the problem and the solution be isomorphic, it follows that any formal constraint imposed

on one must be imposed on the other. Thus, if we identify that the problem must have a

different sets of principles, these different conceptions, have in common” (John Rawls,
ATheory of Justice, Revised edition [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999], §1
(5).).

86 Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity, 104. It may be an interesting question whether or not
this distorts Rawls’s statement of concept in §1: notice that Rawls’s statement (cited in
§2.3.3.1.1) puts it as a role, whereas Korsgaard’s reading drops talk of the role view of
concepts.
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certain formal structure, then it follows that the solution must have that structure as well.

Perhaps a more precise way of expressing this basic idea can be drawn from the linguistic

analysis of the informational structure of questions and answers. There are two notions here

that may be useful for our purposes: congruence and focus.87 We can say that an answer is

congruent when it appropriately satisfies “the informational need expressed by a question.”88

That is, the answer to the question is neither under- nor over-informative.89 For example,

suppose that we have the questionWho will go where tomorrow? A congruent answer to that

question will satisfy informational need by, Manfred Krifka puts it, “specifying the person

and place variable.”90 An under-informative answer would leave out one of those variables,

whereas an over-information answer may add additional variables or further unnecessary

information.

We can understand congruence in terms of focus. A congruent answer is one that supplies

an appropriately informative answer given the focus of the question. While the literature

on focus is detailed and complex, we are all familiar with the phenomenon that different

87 The term congruence is due to Arnim von Stechow, “Focusing and BackgroundOperators,”
in Discourse Particles, ed. Werner Abraham (Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing
Company, 1991), 67–68. For an overview on the semantics of questions, see Manfred
Krifka, “Questions,” in Semantics: An International Handbook of Natural Language Meaning,
ed. Klaus Heusinger, Claudia Maienborn, and Paul Portner, vol. 2 (Berlin: De Gruyter
Mouton, 2011), 1785–804, and, for a discussion of congruence in particular, pp. 1750–1752.

88 Krifka, 1750.
89 Perhaps one of my favorite memories at Georgetownwas sitting in a graduate philosophy

seminar where the professor remarked in an off-handed way about the tendency of some
people to provide extremely informative answers to questions: It’s like if you were to
ask someone what time it is and then that person gives you the history of clockmaking. The
professor then proceeded to give a reasonably detailed overview of the major changes in
timekeeping technology throughout the ages, including water clocks, mechanical clocks,
pendulum clocks, and so on.

90 Krifka, “Questions,” 1750.
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meanings can correspond to the same apparent sentence based on how different constituents

in that sentence are stressed.91

More specifically, an appropriate solution to the problem of the normative will not only

91 For example, consider the differences between these four different placements of focus
in “Bob gave coffee to Sue”: (a) “[Bob]F gave coffee to Sue”, (b) “Bob gave [coffee]F to Sue”,
(c) “Bob gave coffee to [Sue]F”, and (d) “[Bob]F gave [coffee]F to [Sue]F”. It is standard to
represent a focus on a sentence constituent x by “F-marking” x as [x]F. The F-marked
sentences (a)–(d) all have different meanings because of they each have a different focus:
(a) emphasizes that it was Bob who gave the coffee; whereas (c) emphasizes that it was
Sue who was given coffee; (b) emphasizes that it was coffee that was given; and (d) places
the emphasis on all three: Bob, coffee, and Sue. We can notice that (a)–(d) would each be
an appropriate answer to a different question: (a?) “Who gave Sue coffee?”; (b?) “What
did Bob give to Sue?”; (c?) “To whom did Bob give coffee?”; (d?) “Who gave whom which
drink?” More generally, in the context of wh-questions like (a?)–(d?), we can understand
congruence as follows: “If [answer] A is a direct/congruent answer to [question] Q, then
every constituent in A that corresponds to a wh-phrase in Q is focused (i.e., F-marked).”
See Ingo Reich, “Question/Answer Congruence and the Semantics of wh-Phrases,” ZAS
Papers in Linguistics 23 (2001): 184. For example, (a) and (a?) are congruent because [Bob]F
in the answer (a) corresponds to who in the question (a?), but (b) and (a?) would not be
congruent because [coffee]F in (b) does not correspond to who in (a?). Thus, (a) would be
an appropriate answer to (a?) whereas (b) would not, even though (a) and (b) look like
the same sentence. Because focus in a syntactic concept, (a)–(d) are not in fact the same
sentence, even though they may appear to be. In questions (a?)–(c?), it would be sufficient
to state the focused constituent alone as a term answer (e.g., “Who gave the coffee to Sue?”
“Bob”), whereas with (d?) “Who gave whom which drink?” the full sentence “[Bob]F
gave [coffee]F to [Sue]F” is necessary to appropriately answer the question. Although the
sentences (a)–(c) would supply the information asked in (d?) if stated in full, they would do
so in an odd way that would likely lead the hearer to ask further questions, such as “Why
are you emphasizing Bob in particular?” An analysis of congruence and focus is a way of
explaining the informational structure of questions and answers. What I want to suggest
here is that similar points can be made not only regarding informational structure, but
also that they can be made for normative structure as well.

In the previous paragraph, I used wh-questions to illustrate the basic notions of focus
and congruence. It would be trivial to modify those examples some to be normative: (a′?)
“Who ought to give coffee Sue?”; (b′?) “What ought Bob give to Sue?”; (c

′
?) “To whom

ought Bob give coffee?”; and (d′?) “Who ought to give what to whom?”, where d
′
? is

restricted to an appropriately local context. Even with these normative questions, we
can see that “Bob ought to give coffee to Sue” can be F-marked in different ways so that
the answers are congruent to (a′?)–(d

′
?).
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be congruent in terms of its informational structure but it will also be congruent in terms of

its normative structure. What do I mean by a normative structure and how could we determine if

there were congruence between two or more such structures? First, to understand the notion

of a structure, we can turn to Kathrin Koslicki’s helpful characterization: a structure, Koslicki

argues, “(i) makes available positions or places for other objects to occupy; and which (ii)

places two distinctive sorts of constraints on these positions.”92The first constraint is that

admission to a position or place within the structure is restricted to a type of constituent, and

the second constraint is that in occupying the positions of the structure, the constituents

of a structure will exhibit a “geometrical or topological configuration or arrangement.”93

Koslicki’s account of structure can be applied to the realm of the normative. There are

two areas where we can apply this. First, we can apply the notion of structure internally:

for example, how a person internally relates to desires, reason, principles of action, and

other elements.94 In addition to intra-agential normative structure, there is also external or

inter-agential normative structure. This normative structure involves the normative relations

between different agents, and it may include both aretaic elements (e.g., which virtues are

exercised relative to other people) and, perhaps more commonly, deontic ones. The structure

92 Koslicki,The Structure of Objects, 259.
93 Koslicki, 259. One example that Koslicki gives (borrowed from Verity Harte) is an

alternate-by-gender seating structure. This is the example that Koslicki references from
Harte, and, while I reference it for explanatory purposes, I take no stance whatsoever
on the metaphysics of gender here. This structure makes places available to persons
to occupy as long as they meet the type constraint (of gender) and they exhibit an
arrangement with respect to each other (alternating by their type). Koslicki notes that
this kind of example can help us to see that structure concerns what is invariable: while
the particular occupants of the seats can vary, the structure will be the same as along as
the two constraints are observed.

94 This is familiar from, for example, the tripartite division of the soul or Kant’s view of
moral worth involving acting from duty.
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here will be determined by which agents are admissible to which parts of the structure,

the moral status assigned to those nodes in the structure, and how other agents relate to

those nodes. How we conceive of the problem of the normative will determine what kind

of specifications we need to give in the conception: for example, suppose that we have an

exclusively internal concept of the problem of the normative.95 The solution, then, will consist

in giving a conception regarding the specification of that internal normative structure of

one’s self, and it need not include as part of that conception a specification of the dyadic

relations to others.

Thus, the problem of the normative and the solution ought to be congruent in terms of

structure because the problem calls for a specification or actualization of the structure in

terms of the constituents and their configurationwith respect to each other in somenormative

domain, and that the solution should involve providing or actualizing that specification.

This is what we can call normative problem–solution congruence (whereas the

question–answer congruence is informational congruence). If the structure of the problem,

for example, is social and dyadic but the structure of the specification or actualization is

exclusively internal and monadic, then there is an incongruence or asymmetry between the

structures of the problem and the solution.

We can note the informational structure requirement: sometimes the problem of the

normative will be posed as a literal question, and understanding what constitutes an appro-

priate answer to that question is helpful. We don’t want the solution to the problem of the

95 To be clear, I’m not saying that Korsgaard’s view is exclusively internal here. I’m just
using this as an example.
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normative to be under-informative.96 The concepts of congruence and focus can help us here

because they can help to clarify what kind of formal correspondence in structure we should be

seeking between the problem of the normative and the solution to it. As with questions and

answers, we should expect that a solution to the problem of the normative will be congruent

to it. Perhaps the most obvious way that an answer could be under-informative is by failing

to account for a specific variable in the problem. To avoid this, we will need to have a clear

sense about which variables are present in the problem that require a specification in the

solution. As part of this, we will need to have an understanding not just of which variables

are present in the problem of the normative but also if and how those variables are supposed

to be related to each other. Let’s consider a particular normative problem as an example.

Suppose that I am trying to determine how to approach charity this year and I ask “What

do I owe to whom?” If the answer comes back “$50” then this is a partial but inadequate

answer to my question because it fails to specify the variable for the indirect object (whom),

which should be part of the focus of the answer.97

96 We might not want it to be over-informative either, but I take it that this is less of a
pragmatic worry.

97 Even if the problem of the normative is not posed as a literal question through direct
linguistic expression, we may nonetheless think that there is a kind of grammatical
structure to normativity and that an appropriate solution to the problem of the normative
will adequately represent and fill-in that structure in a certain way. John Mikhail has
argued that syntactic-style trees can appropriately capture the structure of morality. See
John M. Mikhail, “Universal Moral Grammar: Theory, Evidence and the Future,” Trends
in Cognitive Sciences 11, no. 4 (2007): 143–52; John M. Mikhail, Elements of Moral Cognition:
Rawls’ Linguistic Analogy and the Cognitive Science of Moral and Legal Judgment (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2011). Here Mikhail is drawing heavily on Chomsky’s
account of universal grammar. Aside from Chomsky’s universal grammar, Mikhail’s
other main source of inspiration is the linguistic analogy that Rawls offers. For Rawls’s
statement of this analogy, see ATheory of Justice, §9, especially 41–42, and, for Mikhail’s
detailed analysis of the analogy, see chap. 3 in his Elements of Moral Cognition, where
he also emphasizes Rawls’s point concerning descriptive adequacy. One helpful aspect
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Normatively, I think that there are two relevant senses of focus and background: a narrow

sense and a broad sense.98 Linguistically, the distinction between focus and background

is typically given in the narrow terms of sentence constituents: we pick out the focused

sentence constituents and define the background negatively as the non-focused sentence

constituents. Likewise, we may have a narrow sense of focus and background for normative

judgment, where some constituent(s) of that judgment are the focus and the rest are the

background.99 The importance of this is that we should have congruence between the problem

of Mikhail’s view is that he shows that we can formally represent the moral structure
of actions as trees (see “Universal Moral Grammar” and Elements of Moral Cognition).
Mikhail’s representation of the moral grammar of actions as structured trees is helpful
because it allows us to see that there is a normative or deontic structure that we represent
for such actions, just as we can represent a linguistic structure for the corresponding
sentences. Even if one ultimately disagrees with Mikhail’s particular representations
of actions or even his more ambitious proposal concerning universal moral cognition,
this kind of formal device is helpful in making the underlying moral structure more
transparent. (I will remain neutral here on the notion of universal moral grammar.) For
instance, Mikhail’s trees representing moral structure do not simply include a triple
like (agent, cause, effect) but they also include a patient place as well as complex relations
among each of the parts. One way that we might think of the problem of the normative
here is in terms of an incompletely specified tree: one that may need to have certain
places filled in, relations specified, branches pruned, and principles that explain the
various ways that this all happens. Obviously this isn’t quite right: the problem of the
normative could not simply be one tree. But I’ll retain this language for the purposes of
simplifying the explanation. This matches with the way that Korsgaard characterizes the
formal reference from a concept to a conception: an incomplete tree provides a formal
schema that can be interpreted through the specification of different nodes.

98 For example, in the sentence “[Bob]F gave coffee to Sue” Bob is clearly the focus wheres
the remaining sentence constituents, like coffee and Sue, are the background.

99 In the context of questions and answers, we were talking about informational structure and
how focus changed that informational structure. What I want to suggest here is that there
is a parallel concept of normative focus that can help to clarify the relationship between
normative problems and solutions. For example, take two normative judgments: (a?)
“Bob [wrongs]NF Joe” and (b

?) “[Bob]NF [wrongs]NF [Joe]NF.” (I’ve bracketed andmarked the
constituents with subscript “NF” to indicate that they are part of the normative focus.)
As with questions and answers, we can note here that NF-marking these sentences
shows us that they would correspond to two different particular normative problems
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of the normative and the solution to that problem in terms of normative focus. When an

answer fails to be congruent to the question, this often results in informational inadequacy.

When a proposed solution fails to be congruent to the problem of the normative, we will

likewise have normative inadequacy. By normative inadequacy here, I mean that some aspect

of the relevant normative statuses or relations or their bearers will be left unspecified. For

example, consider the question “Whom did Bob wrong?” and the answer “Bob wronged.”

Obviously these are incongruent: the answer does not supply the information requested. If

we think about this in normative rather than linguistic terms, the problem with the answer

is clearly that there is supposed to be a patient specified as part of the normative structure

of the answer, but this patient is lacking. Thus, the proposed solution to the problem about

Bob’s wronging is normatively inadequate because it is incongruent because the element

which should be focused in the answer is missing.

There is also a much broader sense of background that may be useful here. For example,

we can consider Charles Taylor’s conception of background, which he relates to both linguistic

and normative structure. Linguistically, Taylor argues that we can understand language as

“a pattern of activity, by which we express/realize a certain way of being in the world, that of

reflective awareness, but a patternwhich can only be deployed against a backgroundwhichwe

can never fully dominate; and yet a background that we are never fully dominated by, because

we are constantly reshaping it.”100 As we saw in chapter 1 with Anscombe’s account of brute

(each asked in a deontic sense): (a??) “What does Bob do to Joe?” and (b
?
?) “Who does

what to whom?”
100 Taylor, Human Agency and Language, 232. There are some very deep methodological con-

flicts between Mikhail and Taylor, but, for my purposes here, I don’t need to adjudicate
the rest of any potential debate between them in order to pick and choose concepts that
illuminate my own view.
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relativity, this kind of background can be an important component in grounding normative

descriptions (Anscombe put it in terms of the institution behind a normative description). In

this much broader sense of background, we would also have to include elements of language

that are not constituents of a given sentence but that nevertheless shape and are reshaped by

our language use. Normatively, Taylor uses a similar conception of background: first, Taylor

explains the importance of language: “an individual is constituted by the language and culture

which can only be maintained and renewed in the communities he is part of”;101 second,

Taylor links this to a background of normative distinctions (and strong evaluation) that are

necessary for human agency: “Outside of the continuing conversation of a community, which

provides the language by which we draw our background distinctions, human agency of the

kind I describe above would be not just impossible, but inconceivable.”102

The sense of normative focus here may draw our attention to the salient joints of normative

structure (e.g., persons, agents, patients, dyadic deontic relations, and so on), even though

there is an even more complex and articulated structure in the background that provides

substantive muscle that supports those joints. Figuring out what those joints are, how they

are connected, what supports them, and so on, would then be a crucial aspect of the problem

of the normative.

2.3.3.1.2. Articulating Normative Structure: Working from Both Ends

We may think that, if this is right, what we have to do is to proceed from the problem to

the solution (or from question to answer). While it is true that we do need an adequate

101 Taylor, Human Agency and Language, 8.
102 Taylor, 8.
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conception of the problem so that the right kinds of solutions show up, we should not think

that our method needs to be so unidirectional. For example, we can recall Rawls’s remarks

on reflective equilibrium as “work[ing] from both ends.”

In searching for the most favored description of this situation we work from

both ends. We begin by describing it so that it represents generally shared and

preferably weak conditions. We then see if these conditions are strong enough

to yield a significant set of principles. If not, we look for further premises equally

reasonable. But if so, and these principles match our considered convictions

of justice, then so far well and good. But presumably there will be discrepan-

cies. In this case we have a choice. We can either modify the account of the

initial situation or we can revise our existing judgments, for even the judgments

we take provisionally as fixed points are liable to revision. By going back and

forth, sometimes altering the conditions of the contractual circumstances, at

others with- drawing our judgments and conforming them to principle, I assume

that eventually we shall find a description of the initial situation that both ex-

presses reasonable conditions and yields principles which match our considered

judgments duly pruned and adjusted. This state of affairs I refer to as reflective

equilibrium.103

Likewise, wemay think of our attempt to specify the structure of the problemof the normative

and its solution as working from both ends as well.104 Rawls remarks on the descriptive

103 Rawls, ATheory of Justice, 18.
104 To see this, let’s recall how we were able to determine which question(s) correspond to
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adequacy of a moral theory in terms of describing our moral sense (or, for justice, our sense

of justice) not through a mere inventory or list but in terms of principles:

By such a description is not meant simply a list of the judgments on institutions

and actions that we are prepared to render, accompanied with supporting reasons

when these are offered. Rather, what is required is a formulation of a set of prin-

ciples which, when conjoined to our beliefs and knowledge of the circumstances,

would lead us to make these judgments with their supporting reasons were we

to apply these principles conscientiously and intelligently.105

It may be possible to imagine a proposed solution to the problem of the normative which

lists all of the respective normative relations between agents and patients in a flat list. To be

sure, this list would be infinitely long and exhaustive, but it would also be rather worthless

theoretically: it alone would not specify the principles that ground the relevant judgments

or explain how those judgments are related to the underlying normative structure.106 A

certain answers based on the focus given to constituents in those answers: for example,
“[Bob]F gave coffee to Sue” corresponds to a different question than “[Bob]F gave [coffee]F
to [Sue]F.” If we have a initial sense of which constituents in, say, moral judgments ought
to receive focus, then, in addition to looking at the question itself, we can work backward
from that to an appropriately formed question and we can then re-characterize our
problem of the normative (“initial situation”) in light of our judgments that the solution
to the problem of the normative ought to be structured in certain ways. To be clear, there
are some complexities here. If I ask “Who gave what to whom?” and there is a long list
of people giving and receiving various gifts, then the resulting F-marked sentence will
be quite long, even though there will be only three corresponding wh-phrases in the
question. While we can use nf-marking to indicate the focus of a normative judgment,
we should be careful here to note that merely producing a list of such constituent parts
(even as ordered sets) would be inadequate.

105 Rawls, ATheory of Justice, 41 (§9).
106 Both Rawls andMikhail here are putting descriptive adequacy of moral theory in internal

terms (as a sense or as a cognitive faculty), but I take it that, as with justice, the point can
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descriptively adequate theory on this front would not simply list things like agents and right

or wrong actions, but it would specify the principles that characterize the normative structure

and enable the proper judgments linking agents, actions, patients, and deontic status.107

What I have argued in this section is that the problem–solutionmethod provides

us with some guidance for articulating the structure of the problem of the normative and

its solution. The problem of the normative and its solution should be isomorphic. For

Korsgaard, this isomorphism is that of formal reference. To this basic insight, I added that

we can make an analogy to the informational structure of questions and answers to explain

why we should have one kind of formal isomorphism—what I called problem–solution

congruence—between the problem and the solution: without it, we are likely to provide an

explanatorily inadequate answer. To articulate this kind of congruence, I argued that we could

expand the notion of focus from the linguistic domain to the more broadly normative domain.

The way that we can do this, I argued, was by seeing that there is a sort of parallel grammar

(including a social grammar) to the normative domain, especially its moral subdomain. By

highlighting that we need normative congruence between the problem of the normative as a

concept and its solution as a conception, we now have a formal or structural link between

the two that we can work from both ends.

In the next two subsections, I am going to argue that a monadic account of the problem

expanded beyond the merely internal realm to include social relations in the normative
structure.

107 In the translator’s preface to Honneth’s Struggle for Recognition, Joel Anderson puts the
point perspicuously: “[Honneth’s] point is that one misses the ‘moral grammar’ of these
conflicts if one fails to see that the claims to recognition raised in them can only be met
through greater inclusion, the logical extension of which is something like the state of
society envisioned by the formal theory of ethical life” (xviii).
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of the normative leads to normative structural collapse. If this is so, then we ought to revise

how we conceive of the structure of the problem of the normative and its solution.

2.3.3.2. Normative Structural Collapse

In the previous section, I argued that, following the problem–solutionmethod, it is

important to have an isomorphism between the structure of the problem and its solution. In

this section, I amgoing to argue that aweakly social approach to the problemof the normative

leads to an unacceptable normative structural collapse. A normative structural collapse involves

an unfitting reduction in determinacy of the structure or specification of the problem or

its solution. There are three areas where I will argue that a weakly social approach to the

problem of the normative results in such normative structural collapse. First, there is a

collapse in the determinacy or normative structure and in the specification of normative

relations. Second, I will argue that Korsgaard’s weakly social perspective depends upon a

self-legislating “second-person-within” but, absent strongly social recognitive relations, such

an internal structure is unintelligible. Third, I will argue that we see normative structural

collapse in terms of reasons.

The first area of normative structural collapse involves the inappropriate reduction of

inter-agential normative structure and the determinacy of its representation. In the previous

section, I described normative structure as involving a normative relation (often a deontic

one) between two (or more) agents. We can briefly summarize some of the other common

features of normative structure. The normative relations in the structure may be direct

(e.g., duties owed to someone x), indirect (e.g., duties owed with regard to someone y), or a
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combination thereof (e.g., duties owed to someone x with regard to someone y). In addition

to straight-forward deontic duties like this, there may also be accountability, answerability,

or responsibility relations between different agents in the structure. For example, if A owes

it to be B to φ and A does not φ then, ceteris paribus, B can hold A responsible for not φ-ing.

Furthermore, one common way of characterizing the moral status of the agent-poles involves

determining what kind of normative relations they are able to stand in with regard to other

agents in the structure: an agent hasmoral status if and only if they are the subject of directed

duties, whereas an agent or entity lacks moral status if they are merely the subject of indirect

duties.

For an example, we can consider the example of Henry Richardson’s account of the moral

community. “Themoral community,” Richardsonwrites, “is the open-ended set of all individual

persons who can wrong or can be wronged by one another.”108 I want to draw attention to

two features of this characterization of the moral community in terms of structure. First,

individual person (as a type) establishes the admission criteria to the structure.109 Second,

there is a configuration or arrangement of the individual constituents in the moral community:

dyadic. Richardson explains that this structure consists in individual persons’ “dyadic duties

and rights” and that it is “further articulated by moral norms that reflect a division of morally

significant roles and responsibilities.”110Themoral community, then, can be thought of as

a properly normative structure: (1) admission to the community is set by the type individual

108 Henry S. Richardson, Articulating the Moral Community: Toward a Constructive Ethical
Pragmatism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 80.

109 Richardson is neutral on who or what counts as a person in this context (aside from an
entity that can wrong or be wronged by another) (Richardson, 68).

110 Richardson, 75.
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person (construed in a normative, moralized way); (2) the individual constituents stand in

dyadic deontic relations to each other.111

What I want to suggest with the above considerations is that we have good reasons

to include dyadic (or polyadic) normative structures and a normative background in our

fundamental account of normativity. This is a presumption that can guide our method of

working from both ends, and, if so, then an account which canmake sense of the central place

that these social structures have in our normative landscape will be theoretically superior to

one that pushes them to the hinterlands.

According to the congruence criterion, however, if we state the problem of the normative

in weakly social terms, then an adequate congruent solution to the problem of the normative

can also be given in weakly social terms. Yet, if so, this would collapse the normative

structure that, as noted above, is central. For example, it is important in giving an account

of normativity to include an account of the dyadic pairs of rights and duties that are owed

between agents. Yet, from a weakly social account of the problem of the normative, this is

adequately specifiable in terms of a monadic obligation for an action, where the specification

111 One potential complication here is that the moral community, like many other normative
structures, can evolve over time so that the particular configuration of particular persons
with respect to each other may change. Yet, as along as we build in some persistence
conditions allowing for this kind of change within the two constraints above, I think that
we can speak of the moral community have the same structure in that regard over time.
To accommodate this complication, we may need to distinguish between two senses
of structure in terms of the moral community: the first would be the bare structure of
the moral community as individual persons standing dyadic deontic relations, whereas
an articulated structure would be a complex configuration of the bare structure in some
particular way at a given time. So, e.g., I take it that the moral community has the same
bare structure in whether there are a million people in the world or a billion people in
the world, but that the articulated structure will vary according to the individual births,
deaths, personal relationships, and so on.
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of that obligation does not necessarily include the patient place. Because thismay be regarded

as an adequate solution to the problem of the normative on a weakly social account, the

important upshot here is that the problem of the normative leads to a normative structural

collapse.

This normative structural collapse includes not only the inter-agential normative structure

(i.e., the dyadic normative relations between agents) but it also includes the inter-agential

justificatory structure and the perspectives relevant to normativity. If we pose the problem

of the normative in monological terms or first-personal singular, then a congruent solution

will be adequate if it offers an account exclusively in monological terms. Yet, if we think

that it is important to offer an account of how we give reasons and justifications to each

other, this will not sufficiently account for what we commonly take to be included within

the sphere of normativity. Likewise, if we think, per Taylor and Anscombe, that determining

the background or institution behind normative judgments is important, a conception of the

problem of the normative that does not see a need to give an account of these (in structural

terms) will lead to an under-specification of the solution and a collapse of normative structure.

One possible response to my critique of Korsgaard may be that her account of the public

nature of reasons (given in chapter 4 of Sources of Normativity) is an adequate way to account

for the social nature of normativity. For example, Korsgaard holds that reasons are “public in

their very essence.”112 By this, she means that reasons are essentially shareable entities. On

this point, Korsgaard’s view and my own are the closest. For example, she remarks that “if

our social nature is deep, in the sense that it is the nature of our reasons that they are public

112 Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity, 135.
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and shareable, then justifications of morality can and should appeal to it.”113 Indeed, I think

that this is exactly right: our social nature as agents is deep and how we construct normativity

through the social sharing of reasons is a central part of the problem of the normative. The

concern is that, on the weakly social account of the problem that Korsgaard gives in other

sections of her work, we cannot make sense of the centrality of public reasons or how we

need to establish them through social relations.

In other words, in chapter 4 of Sources of Normativity, Korsgaard comes to a conclusion

that we should endorse: normativity involves the reciprocal and inter-agential exchange of

reasons as essentially public entities. The problem, however, is that it is not clear why, given

the account of the problem of the normative that we have from Korsgaard, this should be

the case. For example, consider the view that the problem of the normative may arise in

response to dissatisfaction with a piece of fruit: in what sense do we see the importance of

the essential public and social nature of reasons and their inter-agential exchange there? Or

if, given the monadic and monological account of Korsgaard’s view, why should we suddenly

begin assuming the importance of a dialogical and reciprocal exchange of reasons? It is not

that Korsgaard comes to the wrong conclusion in chapter 4 of Sources but rather that, given

the weakly social account of the problem that is fundamental to her view, the addition of

sociality seems post-hoc and under-motivated.

We should respond to this worry, I suggest, not by rejecting the role of sociality and

inter-agential structure in the exchange of reasons, but by making those aspects central to

the problem itself. I hold that the way that we should do this is by recognizing that the

113 Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity, 136.
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problem of the normative and its solution are strongly social, and the reason for this is that

the constitutive structure of our agency is strongly social.

2.4. A Strongly Social Conception of the Problem of the Normative

My negative approach in the previous subsection has provided silhouetted contours of

my own conception of the problem of the normative. In this section, I will move from

silhouette to portrait and provide the details of my positive conception of the problem of

the normative: instead of monadic, it is dyadic (or polyadic); instead of monological, it is

dialogical; instead being based exclusively in the singular first-person, it draws on the second-

person and plural first-person; and thus, finally, instead of asocial or weakly social, it is

strongly social. In this section, I will offer fuller details of and argue for those characteristics

as aspects of the problem of the normative. Furthermore, I will argue that there is a central

thread—recognition—that runs through all of these characteristics of the problem of the

normative. Because I adopt the problem–solutionmethod (like Korsgaard), my purpose

in characterizing the problem of the normative’s structure here is to begin to lay out aspects

of a solution to it.114

2.4.1. Excursus: Back to the Island

Let’s return yet again to our lonely islander. We have already seen that when, in case 4:

lonely islander on awobbly log, our lonely islander hesitates on a log, this hesitation

114 My conception of the problem of the normative is deeply influenced by post-Kantians,
especially Hegel, and as I offer my conception of this problem, readers will certainly
notice deep parallels (some explicit, some implicit) to aspects of his view.
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is, in terms of normative structure, more analogous to case 2 (dog on awobbly log) than

case 3 (you on awobbly log, chasing a dog) because, in case 2 and case 4, neither

the dog nor the islander faces a properly normative challenge to the authority of their desire

while, by contrast, in case 3, you do face normative challenges (or at least potential ones) to

your decision.115 If, following the criticisms made in §2.3.1.1, the lonely islander cannot face

the problem of the normative alone, then how could our lonely islander ever encounter it? If

the problem of the normative cannot come from within an exclusively singular first-personal,

monological, and monadic structure (per the previous section), then we may venture the

hypothesis that it might come from a second-personal, dialogical, and dyadic structure.

case 5: two less lonely islanders. Suppose that there is a second lonely islander

on the other side of the island and, one day, our two islanders come into conflict over a

scarce food resource, like a tasty fruit, on the island. There are two ways that we may think

about this. We may think of this as merely animal conflict, like two rams butting heads

for mating privileges, where there is just a clash of desire and force.116 But we may also

consider how a normative relation can emerge from what may be an initially brute conflict.

115 Perhaps by those who think you abandoned your dog; perhaps by those who depend
upon your physical vigor for their care and are upset about your risk-taking.

116 There is no guarantee that this encounter would, in the first instance, necessarily amount
to anything more than two rams butting heads. For example, our islanders learned no
language as children and share no language with each other. While I think that this
is true and it puts some strain on plausibility of imagining my state-of-nature thought
experiment here, I don’t think it does so in a troubling way: all it would show is that
there are even more social presuppositions (such as community structure and common
language) involved in setting up the problem of the normative than this spartan example
allows. Because I am aiming to show that more, not less, social structure is necessary to
get the problem of the normative going, I’d be happy to grant these points. The reason I
am using a minimal example here is as a dialectical concession to those with an asocial
view.
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When challenged, our lonely islander may not only come to be taken aback that his desires

had been thwarted by this other agent but that they had been wrongly thwarted and that

he alone is entitled to the foodstuffs in that part of the island. We are starting to see the

beginnings of a transformation in the normative structure here: our lonely islander’s desire

for access to the food resource still has normative authority for him but he begins to see it as

normatively authoritative in contrast to the desire of the other lonely islander’s desire. That

is, in facing a challenge to the normative authority of his desire by another agent issuing a

normative challenge, our lonely islander desires to reassert that authority in stronger terms

and to express that it is his desire, not the other islander’s, that should count as a reason. As

such, he begins to see his desire as a reason that not only he should recognize but that the

other islander should recognize.

When our lonely islander encounters this challenge by the second islander to his nor-

mative authority, this changes the original islander’s self-relation: Not only do the lonely

islander’s desires have normative authority for him, but he sees them as having that normative

authority. Hegel makes this point regarding the transformation of the self-relation. In the

early stages we have discussed, we see that the form of self-relation is constituted by an

animal or our lonely islander trying to keep itself alive, fulfill its desires, etc. through objects

like fruits and prey. Sometimes these objects may or may not be satisfactory: perhaps the

apple is too rotten, the squirrel too scrawny, the deer is too fast, the cliff is too steep. But,

while these objects may impede the realization of our islander’s desires, they do not issue a

normative challenge to those desires. But, as Robert Pippin points out, everything changes

in the confrontation with another subject: “[Hegel] argues that everything changes when
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our desires are not just thwarted or impeded, but challenged and refused.”117This seeing as

normative is the first move away from what Korsgaard called the “primitively normative”

relation to nature for the merely instinctual consciousness.

Yet, have our lonely islanders really experienced the full problem of the normative in

this conflict over fruit? It is not clear that they have. To see this, we can compare the

conflict between our islanders to the situation in the Garden of Eden, discussed in §2.3.1.2.

In analyzing the Garden of Eden as an allegory for the problem of the normative, I argued

that what prompted the normative transformation was the contradiction created by the

simultaneous recognition of Adam’s and Eve’s own desires to eat the fruit as authoritative

but yet contrary to the recognized normative authority of a command by God. Because Adam

and Eve attempted to recognize two contradictory sources of normative authority, they faced

a genuine problem over which one was normatively authoritative for them.

2.4.2. The Recognitive Structure of the Problem of the Normative

In case 5: two less lonely islanders, we saw the start of the problem of the normative

in a struggle between our two islanders: where the islanders confront each other not merely

as objects who impede the realization of each other’s desires, but subjects who challenge

the normative authority of each other’s desires. Yet, in this initial struggle, neither of our

islanders had fully encountered the problem of the normative. The reason that they had not

yet fully encountered the problem of the normative was that there was not yet a robust enough

split between the recognition of oneself and another as each normatively authoritative. How

117 Robert Pippin, Hegel on Self-Consciousness: Desire and Death in the ‘Phenomenology of Spirit’
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), 20.
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would this emerge?

Once our lonely islander faces this initial challenge, he is able to conceive of himself as

determining what counts as a normatively authoritative reason for him, and this is why he is

able to respond in a normative way to the other islander’s challenge. However, as Pinkard

notes, Hegel would point out that there is a problem here concerning how dependence and

independence conflict in our lonely islander’s seld-understanding: in battling over the fruit,

our lonely islander affirms his independence in asserting his normative authority over his

entitlement to the fruit; yet, at the same time, the islander is still dependent on the given

desires of life and its demands (like fruit).118 Thus, the lonely islander becomes aware of

himself as at odds with himself: independent and dependent at the same time. What Hegel

holds, Pinkard notes, is that in order to resolve this conflict the subject “must be able to

find some desire that is not simply given but is a desire that comes out of his nature as a

self-conscious independent agent per se” so that he can “affirm for him and his conception

of himself as independent is indeed true.”119

What kind of desire would this be? On Hegel’s view, it is the desire for recognition. Why

is this? If it were yet another object, then that object would impose its reasons on the subject,

but this imposition of reasons would undermine the subject’s status as independent. If that’s

right, as Pinkard notes, then such a desire be satisfied “only [by] another self-conscious subject

(1) who presents himself to the first subject as making himself dependent on the first subject’s

demand for recognition from him” and “(2) who thereby […] affirms for the first subject his

118 Terry Pinkard, Hegel’s ‘Phenomenology’: The Sociality of Reason (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1994), 51.

119 Pinkard, 51.
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conception of himself as independent.”120 Yet, here again, Hegel points out that another

conflict emerges: the first subject’s status as independent is dependent on the recognition of

the second subject, and, while the second subject makes itself dependent on the first subject,

it does so by independently deciding to do so. “The dialectical complexities of this are,” as

Pinkard puts it, “luxuriant.”121

How, then, would it be possible to resolve these conflicting demands in a satisfactory

way? Perhaps it can’t for our islanders, and, indeed, the situation is profoundly dangerous.

This initial conflict, as Hegel suggests, will result in a struggle to the death where each will

risk their lives in order to affirm their self-conceptions as independent. We may initially

think that the one who lives will be victorious: showing that how deep their commitment

to the self-conception of independence runs. Yet, as Pinkard explains, Hegel would note

that this is a hollow victory: while “the survivor has indeed demonstrated that he values

independence above life itself, his victory will be nonetheless empty” because the death of

the other combatant implies that such recognition was not, and now cannot, be extended.122

If neither combatant dies in such a struggle, what is the other outcome? Here Hegel

presents his famous dialectic of mastery and servitude. If neither combatant dies, then one

must subject to the other’s demand for recognition as independent, and so one becomes the

“master” while the other becomes the “servant.” But, here again, we find those luxuriant

dialectical complexities: If the master’s self-conception as independent is affirmed by the

servant, then the servant is dependent on themaster, yet themaster is also dependent upon the

120 Pinkard, Hegel’s ‘Phenomenology’, 52.
121 Pinkard, 54.
122 Pinkard, 58–59.
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servant contingently accepting this demand. So, then, the master’s demand for recognition

from the servant results in a failure because it results in another form of dependence.

Hegel’s account here has significant ramifications for the problem of the normative.

First, as we have seen, the problem of the normative cannot emerge—as Kant and Korsgaard

seem to suggest—for a subject merely through dissatisfied or thwarted desires. Rather, that

subject must face a challenge from another subject concerning the normative authority of

their respective desires. This challenge is what transforms the subject’s self-relation in a way

that opens up the reflective gap required for self-consciousness and for the problem of the

normative to emerge.

With this challenge, we see that self-consciousness for the agency starts to emerge and,

with this self-consciousness, the subject develops a desire to have their self-conception as

a self-conscious agent—that is, as independent and self-determining—affirmed. This can

only be affirmed, it turns out, by another self-conscious agent who recognizes the other self-

conscious agent as such. Yet here we begin to see the overflow of a dialectical cascade: How

can these agents establish the proper relations of recognition to affirm their self-conceptions

as self-conscious agents? If they fight to the death, it fails. If one dominates the other, it

fails. How can they establish and maintain normative authority through relationships of

recognition? This task, as we see, is urgent: without it, there is no grounds upon which our

agents can really establish themselves as agents: that is, as determining themselves on the

basis of reasons that they count as reasons. We saw with the Kantian Paradox in §2.3.2.1 that,

if either agent attempts to do this own their own, they will be engaging in just more bootless

bootstrapping.
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The structure of the problem of the normative, therefore, is strongly social and, more

specifically, takes a recognitive form. In order for us to develop a form of reflective self-

consciousness for which the problem of the normative is a problem, it is not enough to

simply find ourselves dissatisfied with some objects of our desire or find those desires

difficult to realize. Rather, there must be a challenge to the normative authority of that

desire not by an object but by a subject. This challenge starts to de-fuse us from the normative

authority of those desires. When we face such challenges, wemay reassert our own normative

authority in holding those desires as normatively authoritative. Implicit in this re-assertion

in seeing a desire as normatively authoritative is a self-conception that we can independently

determine what counts as authoritative. As self-conscious agents, then, we seek to have this

self-conception affirmed for us through recognition by another such subject, yet, in the early

forms of attempting to secure this recognition, we see failure (as will be discussed in §3.4.2).

Yet, despite this, Hegel’s account of these initially failed recognitive relations gives us

hope: out of these failures, we can begin to see that a satisfactory solution to the problem of

the normative will in part involve establishing and maintaining relations of mutual recogni-

tion between each other as agents. As we will see, such a solution would match the formal

structure of the problem of the normative: it would be dyadic, dialogical, and involve both

second-personal and plural first-personal perspectives.

2.4.3. Dyadic, Dialogical, and the Second-Person and Plural First-Person

There are three characteristics of the problem of the normative as I reconceive it: it is dyadic,

dialogical, and involves the perspectives of the second-person and the first person plural. I
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will now look at each of these different features in turn and explain how and why they are

characteristics of the problem.

In §2.3.1.2, I argued that we can make a distinction between a simple orectic split and a

recognitive orectic split. We can recall that, for the problem of the normative to get started,

it is necessary that there is an initial recognitive orectic split. In §2.4.1, I offered an account

of how this occurs in the context of case 5: two less lonely islanders, where one

islander issues a recognitive challenge to another islander concerning relations of normative

authority. In §2.4.2, I drew on Hegel’s account of recognition to generalize this point. I

argued that the recognitive orectic split and the challenge concerning relations of normative

authority must be resolved through mutually recognitive relations between two subjects and

that one-sided attempts to resolve such problems are not likely to succeed.

In the initial stages of the problem of the normative, like in Korsgaard’s account of the

problem, the problem for our actors is that they lack a reason for their potential actions.

However, this lack of a reason cannot be solved by internally deciding upon a principle to

govern one’s choice. Rather, what counts as a reason can only be established by the creation

of a shared source of normative authority. To do this, the agents must engage in mutually

recognitive relations and create a shared basis from which the adjudication of what counts

as a reason for each of them can be decided. Thus, in the initial stages of the problem of the

normative, we can agree with Korsgaard that the problem is that there is a need for a reason

for action, but that this need for a reason results from and is resolved by dyadic relations

between agents. There are two ways that the problem results from dyadic relations. The

first is that the agents desire to see themselves as autonomous and independent agents, but
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this can only be established through the affirmation of another subject. Thus, each agent

has the problem of, in desiring to become an autonomous agent, securing the recognition

of another agent. The second way that the problem results from dyadic relations is that,

in the challenge between agents over such normative authority, there is a question about

whose reason(s) counts as authoritative. Thus, at these initial stages, we see the problem of

the normative emerge in two ways: (1) in terms of vindicating a self-conception of oneself

as an autonomous, independent agent through securing the recognition of another agent

whom one recognizes, and (2) determining a basis for what counts as reasons in terms of the

mutually recognitive relations necessary for (1). The resolution to this problem can only take

place through mutual recognition. It is not enough that an agent determines privately that

some consideration counts as a reason for them, but such determinations must be mediated

through these social relations if they are to be vindicated as in fact normatively authoritative.

On the basis of this diachronic account of the problem of the normative, what I want

to suggest now is that the problem of the normative itself has a basic dyadic structure

that can be manifested in a variety of ways. First, we can see this dyadic structure most

clearly in cases of second-personal address, such as demands or challenges. Here we can

recall Stephen Darwall’s account of the second-personal standpoint. Darwall characterizes

the second-person standpoint that “the perspective you and I take up when we make and

acknowledge claims on one another’s conduct and will.”123 For example, when I issue a

command to you to get off my foot, I am presuming to have the normative authority to direct

your will through the reason that I give you in my command. For our purposes here, what

123 Darwall,The Second-Person Standpoint, 3.

176



is interesting about Darwall’s account is that we can use it to begin to understand how the

problem of the normative arises: when I give someone a command or issue a challenge to

them, I am presuming that I have normative authority over them, and, if they rebuff me,

they are presuming that they have sufficient normative authority to do so. When I challenge

you, I am questioning whether or not the reasons that you take as authoritative really are

authoritative such that I must respect their authority. Yet, because I challenge you, I also set

up the problem of the normative for you: my challenge requires you to ask whether or not

the reasons that you have taken to be authoritative for you really are authoritative such that

you are willing to commit yourself to them (under the risk that I will persist in my challenge

of your authority). I will discuss the dialogical elements of the above account shortly, but

what I want to highlight here is that there is a dyadic structure to this challenge: what is

important is to determine how to establish the relations of normative authority between two

agents or, if such relations are already established, how to resolve discrete claims (e.g., such

as claims regarding the rights of one agent relating to the duties of another) on the basis of

those relations of normative authority.

One way that we might think about the problem of the normative is in terms of the kind

of conflict or tension that it creates. For example, as we have seen, Korsgaard holds that the

problem of the normative sets up internal conflict for the agent: the parts of the soul (reason,

appetite, will) are in conflict or, if not in outright conflict, then they are not yet unified under

the direction of reason. On her view, making a choice to act on a reason can resolve this

intra-agential conflict. Of course, I don’t want to rule out intra-agential conflict frommy own

account (as I discuss in terms of orectic conflicts earlier), but I do want to suggest that there
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is another form of conflict—inter-agential conflict—that is important for the problem of the

normative. There are two elements that are important here. First, when there is inter-agential

conflict of the relevant kind, there is a dispute over the normative authority of two agents

relative to each other. This sets those agents a normative problem, including which actions

and on the basis of whose reasons, they are justified in acting. Second, as we have seen, prior

to the establishment of a shared source of normative authority through mutual recognition,

there is a conflict between agents (or would-be agents) about what counts as a normatively

authoritative reason. When there is this unresolved inter-agential conflict, what in fact

does count as a normatively authoritative reason remains unsettled. In other words, where

Korsgaard holds that intra-agential conflict between parts of the soul creates the problem of

the normative because it means that the agent does not yet have a reason for action, a dyadic

interpretation of the problem of the normative holds that a lack of resolution in social terms

of what counts as a reason for action means that there is a similar normative indeterminacy

that must be resolved.

We can put this point more abstractly. Whereas, for Korsgaard, the problem of the nor-

mative consists in determining an intra-agential basis for what counts as a reason for action,

the problem of the normative from a strongly social perspective consists in establishing and

navigating the inter-agential relations of normative authority and, on that basis, what counts

as a reason for action. The reason that the problem of the normative is essentially dyadic

is because the inter-agential challenges between agents generates this problem, and the

relations of mutual recognition that are capable of resolving that conflict are what resolve it.

Given this account of the structure of the problem of the normative, I think that we can
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quickly see that it is going to have a dialogical component too. On Korsgaard’s account,

as we saw, the justificatory structure what monological. On this account, by contrast, the

justificatory structure is dialogical. First, there are dialogical components in terms of the

initial challenge. In the early stages of the development of the problem of the normative,

the way that the initial recognitive orectic split gets going is through a dialogical challenge

from one agent to another. Even after there is an infrastructure of dyadic normative relations

established (e.g., in a moral community), there will still be dialogical challenges that arise

concerning the reasons and justifications for action. Now I want to be clear that these may

not always be direct, explicit challenges. Rather, once agents are set against an articulated

background of normative relations, it is not implausible to think that they may anticipate

possible normative challenges to their possible actions (or the justifications for those actions).

The anticipation of such possible challenges may be cause for internal deliberation by that

agent about what counts as a reason for action given the normative background of inter-

agential relations of which that agent is a part. Yet, in deliberating and attempting to resolve

these considerations, the agent is implicitly (even if not explicitly) navigating dialogical

considerations.124

124 For example, the agent may consider potential challenges to the justification for an
action under a potential reason that may be given to them by another agent. For instance,
agent Amay want to take desire d as a reason r for action and may deliberate concerning
whether desire d is a reason r for action by considering whether or not there are any
other reasons that may be given that defeat d as a reason for action, such as moral
considerations offered by another agent that trump the realization of desire d as a reason
for action.
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2.4.4. Problems of the Normative?

The preceding sections have argued for the reconceptualization of the problem of the nor-

mative on social terms and in contrast with Korsgaard’s weakly social view. One possible

response tomy reconceptualization of the problem of the normative (singular) in social terms is

a second-order objection from a pluralistic perspective on problems of the normative (plural):

instead of assuming that there is one problem—that is, the problem of the normative—why

not consider that there could be multiple problems of the normative, and that, corresponding

to each problem, there is an isomorphic solution? If so, then it would seem that there would

be room for both Korsgaard’s conception of the problem as well as mine, as well as our

respective solutions.

We can suppose, as part of an initial response, that this objection were conceded in full.

If so, what would the impact of that concession be? If the objection holds, then it would

apply not only to my reconception of the problem of the normative but also to Korsgaard’s

conception of the problem of the normative as well. From a second-order perspective, this

would be a significant concession for Korsgaard’s view. For example, in Sources of Normativity,

Korsgaard remarks that, in response to the proposal that there are different kinds or orders

of normativity, she proceeds on the assumption that “a unified account of normativity is

possible.”125 To respond, then, on the basis of a second-order pluralism would be to concede

methodologically that a unified account of normativity is not possible, but that would be a

startling admission considering the aims of her constitutivist theory.

Furthermore, even under such a concession, we may want to ask which of the two

125 Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity, 21.
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conceptions of the problem more fittingly explains the relevant kind of normativity. For

example, on both of our views, one significant domain of normativity involves normativity in

the social realm, such as the obligations that we have to (or regarding) each other. This is the

social agency-focused element of act. Here I think that the correspondence between the

social aspect of agency-focused element and my social account of the agency-based element

makes my own explanation more parsimonious: we can explain the social obligations that

we have to each other as agents based on the sociality of our agency. Even if it is not possible

to fully rule out an asocial or weakly social account, considerations of explanatory parsimony

and isomorphism should lead us to favor a more strongly social account. In other words, it

seems explanatorily cleaner to suggest that the normative features applying to us as social

agents are based on the constitutive features of us as social agents rather than the constitutive

features of us as non-social agents.

Even so, it remains unclear tome that such a concession is necessary. While it is true that I

offer a pluralistic meta-constitutivist framework in §1.6.3, it is important not to misconstrue

what such a framework entails. Although it may be true that constitutivism may offer

different accounts of the relationship between various sets of constitutive and normative

features based on the relevant form of agency, it does not follow that a plurality of accounts

is the best way to settle what the relevant kind of agency is or what the relevant explanatory

target is. For example, while Korsgaard and I agree that it is important to determine the

relationship between desire and normativity, we disagree on how those are related at the

early stages of the problem of the normative. Likewise, while we agree on the importance of
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a reflective gap, we disagree on how it opens and what relationship that has to sociality.126

What I have tried to show in this chapter is that, even if we take Korsgaard’s project

initially on its own terms, it requires a more strongly social account in order to make sense of

the problem that it initially identifies.127 For these reasons, it is unclear to me that appealing

to pluralistic sensibilities will do sufficient work to defend a weakly social account of the

problem of the normative from a competing strongly social reconceptualization.

2.5. Concluding Remarks

I want to tie my reconsideration of the problem of the normative to constitutivism in two

ways. First, I want to look at how the reconsideration of the problem of the normative can be

significant for our approach to agential constitutivism. Second, I want to examine how the

reconsideration of the problem of the normative can have an effect on important challenges

to constitutivism.

In chapter 1, I noted the different kinds of constitutivism, and, among them, I highlighted

both agential constitutivism and social constitutivism. One of the central appeals of agential

constitutivism, as we saw, was its close connection to the problem of the normative: if we

want to know how it is that normative features apply to us as agents, then, as the agential

constitutivist suggests, we may turn to the constitution of agency itself. Likewise, what I

want to suggest here is that, if the problem of the normative turns out to have a strongly

social structure, then we should be motivated to think about the contributions that the

126 For my discussion of why sociality, the reflective gap, and the problem of the normative,
see §2.3.1.2.1.

127 This is different, I take it, than offering a constitutivist account of two radically different
problems of the normative corresponding to radically different forms of agency.
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constitutively social features of our agency make to the normative features applying to us.

We can put this in terms of the agentialconstitutivismthesis (act) from chapter 1.

An agency-central version of act holds that the normative features applying to us as agents

depend on the constitutive features of agency. If we have a strongly social conception of

the problem of the normative, then those normative features are social and they apply to us

in virtue of their social structure (e.g., through dyadic relations and dialogical interactions).

What would follow from this is that the agency-focused part of our initial inquiry will be

social: what explains the sociality of those normative features, and how does such sociality

determine how those normative features apply to us? For an agency-central version of

act, we would answer such questions on the basis of the constitutive features of agency

itself. Given the importance of sociality in the agency-focused element of act, it is not

unreasonable to hypothesize that there will be an important element of sociality in the

agency-based portion of act. In other words, it is not unreasonable to think that, if there is

a significant role for sociality in terms of the normative features that apply to us as agents,

then we can explain that significant role of sociality in terms of our constitutive features as

agents. Of course, this is simply a methodological starting point, and the following chapters

argue for it in depth.

In this chapter, I have argued for a strongly social account of the problem of the normative.

To do this, I took a critical stance against Korsgaard’s account of the problem of the normative.

I argued that her account is weakly social because of three features: as based in a singular

first-personal perspective, as monadic, and as monological. These features, I argued, created

a number of problems for Korsgaard’s view. For example, I showed that, on her account,
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we are unable to account for the distinctively normative element of the problem of the

normative. The problem there, as I put it, was that Korsgaard’s account remains at the level

of simple orectic conflict internal to an agent, and simple orectic conflict does not challenge

the normative authority of that agent as such. Rather, in order to show what is distinctively

normative about the problem of the normative, we need inter-agential challenges concerning

normative authority. These challenges, as I argued, induced a recognitive orectic split that

opens the space for a normative gap and thus the problem of the normative itself.

Furthermore, I argued that we should expect that the problem of the normative and its

solution will, following the problem–solutionmethod, be congruent in structure. If the

problem of the normative is, as I argued, dyadic, dialogical, and involves the second-person

and the first-person plural, then the solution should have a congruent structure as well.

Likewise, drawing on the methodology of working from both ends, I argued that, given that

many of our considered normative judgments rely on a social structure to normativity, we

should consider this a reason to develop a social account of the problem itself.

Finally, I drew connections between this social reconceptualization of the problem of

the normative and constitutivism. I suggested that, on a strongly social account of the

problem of the normative, those seeking to give an agential constitutivist account of the

normative features applying to agents should start to look at the constitutive sociality of

agency as grounding those normative features. Of course, the above connections between the

reconception of the problem of the normative and social constitutivism need to be validated

through further arguments. In chapter 3 and chapter 4, I argue that we can make progress

on the problem of the normative by explaining how normative features apply to us as agents
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in virtue of the social constitution of agency in terms of the structure of recognition and

the function of social self-constitution. In chapter 5, I argue that one advantage of my

strongly social constitutivism is that, unlike weakly social versions of constitutivism, it can

make considerably more progress in responding to objections, as well is even more nuanced

ones) concerning both the substantive content and the normative bindingness of normative

features of agency.
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chapter 3.

the constitutive structure of recognition

I want to prove that I’m strong and independent, and I can’t do that alone.

— Niles Crane, Frasier

3.1. Introduction

The problem of the normative, as I argued in the previous chapter, arises socially for us

as agents. It initially occurs when we engage in dialogical, second-personal, and dyadic

challenges with other agents concerning our standing as sources of normative authority.

Such challenges, as I argued, are fundamentally recognitive: we issue and face demands

regarding the recognition of our normative authority as agents. These recognitive challenges

not only change our normative relations with each other, but they also fundamentally change

the structure of our consciousness as agents: no longer does our natural faculty of desire

hold automatic, unquestionable normative authority for us; rather, in the face of these

deeply unsettling challenges, we begin to become self-conscious agents who desire both to

establish our normative authority and to have our meta-normative status as independent,

self-conscious agents affirmed for us by other subjects.1 Yet, as we soon find out, establishing

this normative authority (or satisfying this desire for recognitive affirmation) as agents is

not something that we can do individually on our own. The problem of the normative, then,

poses the question to us: how are we to establish normative authority for ourselves as agents?

1 For more on this point, see the discussion of orectic splits in §2.3.1.2.
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If the problem of the normative is one that is both constituted and structured by our

sociality as agents—and, more specifically, our recognitive relations to each other—then,

in following the problem–solution method, a congruent solution to the problem of

the normative is also likely to find its root in the recognitive sociality of our agency.2 One

promising avenue for this, as introduced in §1.6.2, is a strongly social version of agency-central

constitutivism. Agency-central constitutivism, as we saw in §1.6.1 and §1.6.2, holds that the

normative features applying to us as agents depend upon the constitutive features of our

agency, and a strongly social version of this thesis holds (as the label implies) that those

constitutive features are themselves social. This kind of constitutivism is promising, so I will

argue, because it allows us to deal with both the agential and the strongly social aspects of the

problem of the normative. More specifically, just as we face the problem of the normative

because of the recognitive sociality of our agency, so too should the sociality of our agency

and recognition structure our solution to that problem. To that end, in this chapter I am

going to argue for a version of strongly social agency-central constitutivism according to

which (1) our agency has a mutually recognitive structure (2) normative features applying to

us as agents can be grounded in such a structure of mutual recognition.

In order to advance this view, I will proceed as follows. First, I am going to offer an

programmatic statement of my version of strongly social, agency-central constitutivism.

In doing so, I will offer a reconsideration of a central constitutivist metaphor—chess—to

illustrate my view, and I will then draw on the terms and distinctions I developed in my

meta-constitutivist framework in chapter 1. Second, after offering a synoptic version of

2 See §2.3.3.1 for my discussion of this.
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my view, I will turn to developing it and arguing for it in more detail. Because I am going

to argue that recognition is a constitutive structure of agency, I will offer an account of

structures as a kind of constitutive feature. Third, I will offer an account of the structure

of recognition, both in terms of inter-agential structure as well as how such inter-agential

structure relates to the intra-agential structure of self-consciousness. My account of the

structure of recognition will have, in addition to a focus on agential structure, a focus on the

temporal development of recognition as a constitutive structure of agency. Recognition, as I

will explain, can be understood from both synchronic and diachronic perspectives. From a

synchronic perspective, we are able to see the contemporary formal structure of recognition.

From a diachronic perspective, we can gain a new perspective on the dynamic development

of recognition as a structure. Fourth, drawing on my account of the structure of recognition,

I will argue that recognition is a constitutive structure of agency. To be an agent, on this

view, is to stand within a mutually recognitive structure. Here I will draw on the account

of the structure of recognition given in the previous section and make it clear exactly how

agents come to be agents in virtue of standing in this kind of recognitive structure. Fifth

and finally, I will turn to how my account of recognition as a constitutive structure of agency

grounds normative features for agents. I will argue that we also gain a new perspective

on the bindingness of those normative features issuing from constitutive ones. This will

provide me with additional resources to answer some of the common challenges that face

constitutivism.3

3 Such as the shmagency objection and various permutations of it, as I will discuss in
chapter 5.
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3.2. Toward Social Constitutivism

In this section, I am going to offer a programmatic introduction to my version of social

constitutivism. I will first start with the central constitutivist metaphor of chess, and I will

argue that the standard constitutivist analysis of chess as a metaphor for constitutivism

obscures the social structure of constitutivism. By reconsidering the metaphor of chess from

a social perspective (with a special focus on recognition), we can gain a better understanding

of some of the fundamental aspects of a social approach. After offering this reconsideration

of chess as a metaphor for constitutivism, I will then turn to the more schematic introduction

of my view, drawing on the analysis from chapter 1.

3.2.1. Constitutivism on Chess and Agency

“In a riddle whose answer is chess, what is the only word that must not be used?”

I thought for a moment. “The word ‘chess,”’ I replied.

“Exactly,” Albert said.

— Jorge Luis Borges, “The Garden of Forking Paths”

If you encounter a group of people passionately holding forth about the rules of chess yet

there is no chessboard in sight, you have likely stumbled upon a local philosophy department’s

constitutivism conference. Chess is such a popular example in the constitutivist literature

that it is virtually de rigueur for constitutivists to appeal to the game as an example at least

once in any article, book, or dissertation on the subject.4 Chess, so the standard constitutivist

4 See Paul Katsafanas, “Constitutivism”; Borman, “Going Social with Constitutivism”;
Christine Bratu and Moritz Dittmeyer, “Constitutivism About Practical Principles: Its
Claims, Goals, Task and Failure,” Philosophia 44, no. 4 (August 2016): 1129–43; Luca
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story goes (as noted in chapter 1), is a good explanatory device for constitutivism because

the game has constitutive features—a constitutive aim (checkmate), constitutive rules (piece

movement), constitutive structure (the setup of the board)—and, from these constitutive

features, we can generate normative standards for assessing chess moves and the players

making them. Given the aim and the rules, one can generate normative standards for moves

within the game. Furthermore, so the standard story goes, it is possible to explain why such

normative standards apply: insofar as you are already committed to playing chess in the

first place, you are committed to normative standards generated by its constitutive features.

When you ask a skeptical question about why you should follow this-or-that rule, the reply

is simply that, if you don’t follow the constitutive rules (e.g., on piece movement), then you

simply aren’t playing chess. Thus, we have a relatively simple story about how normative

features get generated by constitutive ones. The appeal of chess as an explanatory device is

in its simplicity: we seem to be able to see a rather direct connection between the game’s

constitutive features and the applicable normative standards.

Yet, despite its popularity among the constituterati, the standard analysis of chess that

constitutivists give in order to illustrate the theory is incomplete and oversimplifying, some-

times to the point of being misleading. What the standard analysis misses is that there is

an important social structure and background, including recognitive structure, to chess that

Ferrero, “The Simple Constitutivist Move,” Philosophical Explorations 22, no. 2 (March
2019): 146–62; Velleman, The Possibility of Practical Reason; Walden, “Laws of Nature,
Laws of Freedom, and the Social Construction of Normativity,” among others. Critics
have also latched on to this as well; see David Enoch, “Shmagency Revisited,” in New
Waves in Metaethics, ed. Michael Brady (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 208–33;
Olof Leffler, “New Shmagency Worries,” Journal of Ethics and Social Philosophy 15, no. 2
(March 2019).
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is required for making sense of the way that the game’s constitutive features become nor-

mative ones. As a way of introducing my own social constitutivist view, it will be helpful to

reconsider the case of chess from a social constitutivist perspective, especially with a focus

on the relevant recognitive elements.

3.2.1.1. Chess: Dyadic and Dialogical

The standard analysis of the game misses the important and deep social structure behind

chess. For example, it often seems as though constitutivists think that you commonly play

chess by yourself, as very little reference is ever made to a chess-player’s opponent. Yet, at

the level of the game itself, chess is a dyadic: to state the obvious, you are not simply trying

to achieve checkmate but checkmate against an opponent. In most cases, playing against an

opponent will involve acknowledging them as an agent and responding to them in a way

that is appropriate given the activity in which you are both engaged. Playing chess, then,

is quite different than sitting down and attempting to put together a puzzle (or some other

obviously monadic activity). Chess involves attempting to determine and respond to what

you take it that another agent will do.

In the following sections, I am going to talk about recognition as a constitutive structure of

agency. In the case of chess, we would usually understand structure to mean an aspect of

the rules, such as the layout of the board. If someone asks, for example, why it is that the

white queen goes on a light-colored d1 square at the start of the game, we can point to the

constitutive structure of the game. While this is indeed an aspect of the constitutive structure

of the game, I also want to suggest that we broaden our understanding of constitutive
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structure to include the dyadic structure of the game: you play chess against someone, and, in

doing so, you treat them in a certain way as a chess-playing agent.5

When you are playing against an opponent, there is a fundamentally dialogical background

to the game: if you make a move that is against the rules, your opponent can hold you

accountable and insist that, insofar as you agreed to play chess, you ought to abide by the rules.

In more formalized settings, such as a tournament, your opponent could lodge a complaint

and the tournament directors could determine that, in virtue of an intentional rules violation,

you are expelled from the tournament. In cases of chess-playing computer programs, the

5 Even in special cases, this dyadic structure still matters, such as the case of playing
against a computer. For example, Daniel Dennett holds that we can indeed consider
the computer as an agent because we can predict and explain its behavior according to
what Dennett calls the intentional stance (i.e., the stance according to which you view the
computer as an intentional system and predict its behavior on that basis). See Daniel C.
Dennett, “Intentional Systems,”The Journal of Philosophy 68, no. 4 (February 1971): 90 and
The Intentional Stance (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1987). Dennett holds that “lingering
doubts about whether the chess-playing computer really has beliefs and desires are
misplaced” because what we are doing is explaining and predicting the behavior of such
a system by ascribing beliefs and desires to it, not saying that it really has such desires
(Dennett, “Intentional Systems,” 91). Bennett Helm, by contrast, holds that it would be a
mistake to consider chess-playing computer programs to be agents in the fullest sense.
Rather, Helm argues, they are “quasi-agents” that are “mere intentional systems” but they
should not be considered agents in any robust sense. The reason, Helm explains, that we
should not consider chess-playing computer programs to be agents is because, despite
being able to explain their behavior according to goal-directedness, they lack a sense of
import. “To be an agent,” Helm says, “just is to be a subject of import, a subject that can
care about things, to whom things can ‘matter”’ (Bennett W. Helm, Love, Friendship, and
the Self: Intimacy, Identification, and the Social Nature of Persons [Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2009], 54). Yet, even so, I think that Dennett is right that the stance that you take
toward your opponent in chess is distinctive. You are playing against a computer as
though it is an agent, and, in this sense, there is still a kind of dyadic or quasi-dyadic
structure to the game. Or, as another special case, suppose that you set out a chess board
on your kitchen table, and youmake onemove per game, switching sides each day. While
it is true that you are on both sides of the dyad, you take a different perspective on your
opponent when switching sides (by trying to predict what your opponent’s, i.e., your
own, next best move will be and to overcome it).
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normative structure is a bit different. The normative complaint of a computer program that

did not follow the rules of the game would presumably go to the programmer responsible for

it. In this sense, there is a dialogical structure to the background of the game.

3.2.1.2. Following the Rules of the Game

In addition to structural issues, there are also important questions about how we even deter-

mine what counts as following the rules of the game. For example, we can recall Wittgenstein’s

rule-following paradox that “no course of action could be determined by a rule because every

course of action can be made out to accord with the rule.”6 The problem for the constitutivist

who uses chess as a model for understanding constitutivism consists in explaining how, even

in a relatively simple case like chess, we can determine what it means to follow the rules of

the game at all. When we enter the much more complex realm of agency, for example, this

may prove to be a difficult-to-surmount challenge.

Proposed solutions to Wittgenstein’s rule-following paradox can be roughly divided into

6 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G.E.M. Anscombe (1953; Oxford:
Basil Blackwell, 1986), §201, as cited in Saul A. Kripke,Wittgenstein on Rules and Private
Language: An Elementary Exposition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982),
7. In his famous account of the paradox, Kripke uses the example of ‘68 + 57’ to explain
the paradox. When we see this problem, says Kripke, we think that the answer is ‘125’
because we are confident that we have grasped the rule that is denoted by ‘x’ in the
expression. However, Kripke says, suppose that a skeptic comes along and challenges
our certainty in this answer and questions whether or not we are justified in our meta-
linguistic certainty that we have denoted the addition function. We might, the skeptic
says, have equally well have meant quus (see below), as this is consistent with all our past
interpretations of ‘+’. Although we may recoil at this option, Kripke observes that the
skeptical position, though “ridiculous and fantastic,” is not “logically impossible” or “a
priori impossible” (Kripke, 9). Quus is defined as follows:

x quus y =

{
x + y for x, y < 57

5 for x ≥ 57 or y ≥ 57
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straight solutions and skeptical solutions. Straight solutions hold that the paradox is merely

apparent and can be dissolved, whereas skeptical solutions hold that it is a genuine paradox

but the skeptical ramifications of it are not as great as one might initially suppose. Yet, for

both the straight and skeptical solutions, we see the importance of sociality. For example,

JohnMcDowell, who offers a straight solution, holds that we can avoid the paradox by taking

a social perspective: “How can a performance both be nothing but a ‘blind’ reaction to

a situation, not an attempt to act on an interpretation (avoiding Scylla); and be a case of

going by a rule (avoiding Charybdis)? The answer is: by belonging to a custom (PI §198),

practice (PI §202), or institution (RFMVI-31).”7 ForMcDowell, the customs and practices into

which we are initiated are the “indispensable middle course” that allows for us to “decline

the choice” between the two horns of the above dilemma.8 Unlike McDowell, Kripke’s (or

“Kripkenstein’s”) response puts forth a skeptical solution.9 Yet, on this view, we also see

sociality as an important part of the solution. In the private language argument, Kripke

says, Wittgenstein offers us an account of language that, rather than being based on truth

conditions, is based “on assertability conditions or justification conditions.”10 For an assertion

of meaning to be legitimate, Kripke explains, there simply needs to be “roughly specifiable

circumstances under which they are legitimately assertable, and that the game of asserting

them under such conditions has a role in our lives.”11The upshot of this, Kripke explains, is

that meaning involves the role that such assertability conditions (in a “language game”) have

7 John McDowell, “Wittgenstein on Following a Rule,” Synthese 58 (1984): 342.
8 McDowell, 342.
9 For McDowell’s criticism of Kripke’s solution, see McDowell, §§8–9.
10 Kripke,Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language, 74.
11 Kripke, 77–78.
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socially and with “reference to a community” and they are “inapplicable to a single person

considered in isolation.”12

While there is clearly not space to resolve Wittgenstein’s rule-following paradox or the

debate between various proposed solutions here, what I want to indicate at this point is

merely that it’s far from clear exactly how we are supposed to go from the “constitutive rules”

of chess to the normative standards governing chess moves and chess players. I suggest,

then, that we take inspiration from the proposed solutions to Wittgenstein’s rule-following

paradox: there is an indispensable social background—including customs, practices, and

institutions—that constitute (at least partially) normative standards for rule-following. This

transition from the constitutive to the normative, then, is not possible without such sociality.

This holds both for the constitutive rules of chess, as well as the constitutive features of other

practices and activities (such as agency).13

3.2.1.3. Chess, Deontic Modals, and Sociality

To further deepen the above account of the relationship between sociality and normative

standards, we can recall here Anscombe’s remarks on what she calls the institution behind a

normative statement or fact (from the discussion in §1.5.6). We saw there that the meaning of

some normative statement (e.g., “I owe the grocer for the potatoes”) presupposes an institution

behind that statement, which allows us to make sense of the normative fact brute relative to

other facts (e.g., owing the grocer is brute relative to the fact that the grocer supplied potatoes,

12 Kripke, 79.
13 For my critique of Korsgaard’s attempt to leverage the private language argument, see

chapter 2.
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which assumes the institution behind the supplying of potatoes and the payment for potatoes).

Likewise here we can say that a normative statement about, say, a chess move presupposes

not only a set of constitutive rules and aims that apply to some individual in isolation but

also there must be a social institution behind those rules in which their normativity is partially

grounded.

An interesting thought experiment on this point comes from Michael Thompson: in this

thought experiment, the Lombards and Schlombards are two peoples separated by the Alps

who “by a freak accident unrecognized on either side” arranged their systems of private right

in exactly the same way, and, while the Lombards learned chess from the Romans, by another

freak accident, the Schlombards also happen to have a game—“twin chess or tzchess”—with

exactly the same rules as chess but that it turns out to be “an independently evolved game.”14

One day, they happen to come across each other and sit down for a game. Are they playing

the same game? Thompson says no: they are appealing to a game with “different principles

with exactly the same content.”15 In fact, Thompson says, not only are they not playing the

same game, but “there will intuitively be nothing that the ostensibly opposed players are

playing.”16 What Thompson’s example shows, I think, is that, even in cases where rules have

exactly the same content, what those rules are is determined by the institution behind such

rules.17

14 Thompson, “What is it to Wrong Someone?,” 362.
15 Thompson, 362.
16 Thompson, 362.
17 It is unclear to me that this more radical aspect of Thompson’s view that there is nothing

that the opposed players is playing is right, however. While I think that Thompson is
right that there are different rules with the same content, it seems to me that when the
Lombards and the Schlombards sit down to play this first game, they are in fact playing a
game but one that is distinct from both chess and tzchess: it is a new, merged game. That
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In her essay “Rules, Rights, and Promises,” Anscombe focuses on the game of chess itself,

and her remarks there help us to see exactly what goes wrong with overly individualistic

analyses of constitutive rules, and this offers a helpful extension of her notion of the institution

behind. Anscombe holds that, in learning the games of chess, children are learning not only

the specific rules of the game but also what a game is and what rules of games are generally.

This is a way of being brought into a social practice. She puts it like this:

“You have to move your king, he’s in check” is equivalent to “The rules of the

game require that, in this position, you move your king.” But a learner may not

yet have this idea: the rules of the game require… Accepting it when told “You have

to move your king, he’s in check,” is part of learning that very concept: “the rules

of the game require.” Requiring is putting some sort of necessity on you, and

what can that be? All these things hang together at some early stage: learning a

game, learning the very idea of such a game, acquiring the concept of “you have

is, the initial playing of chess inaugurates a new kind of game with a distinct history. But,
one might wonder, whose rules make the initial moved legal? I do not think that there is
a fact of the matter here: each side takes their own rules to make those initial moves to
be legal, but, in conducting this joint activity together under isomorphic rules, they are
making it the fact that such a merged game is a game. This is not, I take it, an idle point:
it is common in ethics for two groups with similar sets of ethical principles to interact on
the basis of those principles. When this occurs, I take it that the groups are inaugurating
a new, merged (or at least partially merged) phase for those rules. For example, in Siep
Stuurman’s magisterialThe Invention of Humanity, he offers a cross-cultural history of
the notion of a common humanity. Various cultures, Stuurman holds, came up with ideas
of common humanity that exhibited “culturally significant similarity” (Siep Stuurman,
The Invention of Humanity: Equality and Cultural Difference in World History [Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2017], 7). I take it that, when those with ideas of common
humanity interact, they are not doing nothing: rather, they are engaging in a process
of cross-cultural dialogue that begins to merge (even if only partially) aspects of their
respective conceptions of a common humanity.
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to” which appears in the others’ speech, grasping the idea of a rule. Nor is there

a distinct meaning for “being a rule of the game” (unless the general idea has

been learned from other games) which can be used to explain the “you have to”

that comes into that learning.18

Anscombe’s view here generalizes to action and reason generally.19 The “must’s” and “can’ts”

are deontic modals that Anscombe calls respectively forcing modals and stopping modals. When

we have a stopping modal, such as “you can’t move your king that way…” there is, Anscombe

notes, often a because phrase that forms the second part of that sentence: “You can’t move

your kind that way because he’d be in check.” The first part is a stopping modal whereas the

second part is the reason for the stopping modal. The deontic modals and reasons, such as

rules of a game, are what Anscombe calls a logos type. When we are inculcated into a practice,

we learn these various logoi-types, some of which, like rules themselves, are quite basic parts

of practical reason. Anscombe explains:

These ‘musts’ and ‘can’ts’ are the most basic expression of such-and-such’s being

a rule; just as they are the most basic expression in learning the rules of a game,

and as they are too in being taught rights and manners…. The mark of this is the

relation of interdependence between the ‘you can’t’ and the ‘reason’ where this is

what I have called the theme or logos of the ‘you can’t’. These musts and can’ts are

18 G.E.M. Anscombe, “Rules, Rights and Promises,” chap. 10 inThe Collected Philosophical
Papers of G.E.M. Anscombe: Ethics, Religion and Politics, vol. 3 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
1981), 102.

19 For a helpful overview of Anscombe’s metaethics, including this aspect of it, see
Katharina Nieswandt, “Anscombe on the Sources of Normativity,”The Journal of Value
Inquiry 51, no. 1 (May 2016): 141–63.
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understood by those of normal intelligence as they are trained in the practices of

reason.20

Anscombe expresses that the notion of a rule is related to our social practices. A rule, which

includes both a deontic modal and a logos (or reason) for that modal, are intelligible only in

virtue of participating in the relevant social practice of rule-following (and other deontic-

modal-based practices). We should note that these practices are at the very core of what

it is to be an agent at all: they involve apprehending the reason for an action of a certain

kind in combination with a deontic status attached to that action. On this view, determining

or following the constitutive rules of a game is not something that we can do in isolation

or asocially. Rather, it is something that we must do immersed in and with reference to a

background of sociality—including customs, practices, and institutions.

Such a background may also include values: for example, Joseph Raz discusses what he

calls “loser’s chess” in which “being checkmated is winning.”21 Loser’s chess, Raz points

out, “has the same rules as ordinary chess” but is a “different game” because a game is not

only defined by its rules but also by its values.22 Raz notes that there is an interdependence

between the rules of the game and those values: the rules, Raz says, “contribute to the

identification of the values” while those values also “establish the validity of the rules.”23

Without this background of sociality, the constitutive rules of a game are simply normatively

inert, under-determined, and perhaps unintelligible.

20 Anscombe, “Rules, Rights and Promises,” 103.
21 Joseph Raz, Practical Reason and Norms (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 121.
22 Raz, 121.
23 Raz, 121.
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At this point, I should indicate that, for the constitutivist, our view has to be wider than

simply rules. For example, Anscombe’s deontic modals include not only rules but also rights

and promises. Charles Taylor, when he is discussing the rules of chess as constitutive, holds

that, when we are thinking about constitutive features in the realm of agency, we should

expand beyond simply rules to a number of other constitutive features.24 Indeed, one of the

potentially misleading aspects of chess as a metaphor is that it may lead us to unduly restrict

the kinds of things that we may consider appropriate for constitutive features. For example,

Taylor remarks, in addition to constitutive rules, there may also be “constitutive distinctions,

constitutive ranges of language which are similarly inseparable, in that certain practices

are not without them.”25 What this challenges us to do, then, is to pay more fine-grained

attention to the ways in which agency and the relevant agential practices are constituted in

their particular sociohistorical shape for us.

In §1.5.7, I introduced a sociohistorically dynamic view of constitutivism. According to

this view, constitutive features can deepen and evolve over time. As practices build up and

grow more complex, they can begin embedding normative features as constitutive ones of

even more complex practices. Indeed, one of the fundamental distortions that occurs with a

simplified analysis of chess is that it tends to ignore the way that the constitutive elements

and the normative elements developed sociohistorically. For example, we may tend to think

that chess simply can’t be chess if it does not have the requisite pieces currently specified by

the rules of the game. H.L.A. Hart noted the value of certain edge cases—such as, he asks

24 Charles Taylor, Philosophy and the Human Sciences: Philosophical Papers 2 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1985), 34–35.

25 Taylor, 34–35.
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rhetorically, “Is it still ‘chess’ if the game is played without a queen?”—because these cases

“force us to reflect on, and make explicit, our conception of the composition of the standard

case[.]”26 Constitutivists, however, will sometimes speak as though such a question is simply

unintelligible insofar as it is just constitutive of chess to have a queen. Yet, when we take a

longer sociohistorical view, it plainly is not. In her history of the chess queen, Marilyn Yalom

notes the surprising transition from a game of chess in which “all the human figures were

male” to one in which a woman is an “awesome warrior who can move in any direction.”27 It

was only around the year 1000 CE, Yalom notes, that we began to see the chess queen appear

on boards in Southern Europe, and, Yalom continues, it was only after approximately 200

years of this initial introduction that the queen “could be found all over Western Europe.”28

The point here is that, even in a case like chess where we think it is obvious that there are

constitutive rules such that if those rules are not followed chess is just not being played,

there is a historical complexity to the development and addition of rules of the game.

3.2.1.4. Chess and Recognitive Structure

Latent in all the above social elements of chess is recognition. First, as we saw on the level

of the game itself, in order to play chess, it is necessary for you to take a recognitive or

intentional stance toward your opponent as an agent. Even in the case of a computer-playing

chess program, where the opponent is perhaps better described as a quasi-agent, it is necessary

26 He was less enthusiastic about this in the case of law, however: “it is plain that what
may be called the borderline aspect of things is too common to account for the long
debate about law” (H.L.A. Hart,TheConcept of Law, 2nd ed., Clarendon Law [1961; Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1994], 4).

27 Marilyn Yalom, Birth of the Chess Queen (New York: HarperCollins, 2004), xiii.
28 Yalom, xiii.
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to at least take an intentional stance, even if only a mere intentional stance, with respect to

that quasi-agent.

Moreover, as we saw, one of the assumptions that we make going into chess is that there

is a dialogical relationship between the two opponents. Such opponents can, as we saw, hold

each other accountable. InThe Second-Person Standpoint, Stephen Darwall offers an analysis

of this presupposition in terms of a second-personal claim or a summons. A summons,

Darwall says, presupposes that the entity toward which the summons is directed can and

should direct their will according to that summons: “any second-personal claim or ‘summons’

(Aufforderung) presupposes a common competence, authority, and, therefore, responsibility

as free and rational, a mutual second-personality that addresser and addressee share and

that is appropriately recognized reciprocally.”29 Whether or not we agree at this point with

the ambitious set of ideas that Darwall is advancing in his account of the second-person

standpoint in the rather limited context of chess, I do think that the dialogical background

presupposes something like this presupposition—at least a commitment to the assumption

that the opponent at whom it is directed has the capacity to direct themselves according to

the demand or reason that is given within the sphere of chess.30

In terms of rules, we must rely on a background form of recognition such that those

rules become authoritative. That is, the relevant rules are authoritative because we have, as a

matter of practice, decided to make them authoritative for ourselves. When we call another

29 Darwall,The Second-Person Standpoint, 21. This is what Darwall calls Fichte’s Point.
30 Michael Thompson, for example, notes that chess-players need not stand in equal rela-

tions to each other: “A slave in Rome, a captive Scythian, might be a person under chess
or a chess- person—a chess-player, as we say. He is apt to fall into chess-governed, or
chess-indexed, bipolarity with his master or with a visiting Athenian notable, assuming
they too know how to play” (Thompson, “What is it to Wrong Someone?,” 356).

202



to adhere to a rule (or some other deontic modal), we are calling on them to recognize the

relevant authority of the community according to which that rule is normative.

We may also think of recognition here in terms of normative statuses that are assigned in

agents. Robert Brandom, for example, asks us to consider “the status of being a good chess

player.”31 Being a good chess-player, Brandom points out, is a normative status. If I desire to

be a good chess-player, I may want to simply ascribe this status to myself. Yet, as Brandom

notes, I do not have the authority to do so on my own. While I can determine who I recognize

as a good chess-player, to have the normative status of a good chess-player myself, I must be

recognized as a good chess-player by others: “To earn their recognition in turn, I must be able

to play up to their standards, to earn their recognition.”32 Brandom notes the connection

31 Robert B. Brandom, A Spirit of Trust: A Reading of Hegel’s Phenomenology (Cambridge,
MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2019), 342.

32 Brandom, 342. Mark Murphy has pointed out a possible edge case to me here: what
about a player who plays exclusively against computers and regularly beats them but
has never played against a human? It would seem that this case poses trouble for such
views: after all, we have someone who realizes the constitutive aim of chess (checkmate)
but who is not actually recognized by others as a good chess-player, and so it looks
like there is a divide in the relevant constitutive features that I have specified. How
should we deal with these kinds of “secret chess-player” cases? On the first level, I
take it that what we can say about the secret chess-player is the following: (1) that they
hold themselves to standards that are generally recognized by others as constitutive of
being a good chess-player, (2) that they recognize others as good chess-players when
they see that they meet those standards, and (3), if so, then we have a secret chess-player
who seems to mostly participated in the relevant recognitive structure and, (4), to the
degree that the secret chess-player has a conception of themselves as a good chess-player,
this self-conception turns out to be socially mediated by the background recognitive
structure. So, then, I think that the secret chess-player is embedded within the relevant
normative recognitive structure in the roughly right way. However, we can contrast
this with a secret chess-player who takes no heed of such standards and, regardless of
whether or not they beat this-or-that computer player, they will consider themselves a
good chess player no matter what. In this contrasting case, I think that Brandom’s point
here is operative: they don’t really have the authority to make that determination and, so
far as they do, the normative force of it (whatever it is) is extremely limited.
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between authority and responsibility here: while I have authority concerning the standards

that I use to recognize good chess-players, I am also responsible to those standards. In other

words, there is a mutuality of recognition here. Where that recognition is lacking, Brandom

notes, we get unidirectional cases, such as on good chess player at the level of Grand Master

on the basis of his recognition as a good chess player by players who struggle to play legal

games.“33

Such a point extends to moves considered as actions as well. For example, suppose that I

am playing chess and I have a strong desire to checkmate you. I move my piece illegally and

declare that I have checkmated you, despite having done no such thing. What has happened

is a failure to translate my inner intention (to checkmate you) to the outer world (really

executing such a checkmate) because I am not playing according to the recognized rules

of the game. For my action to succeed as a checkmate, the relevant community must be

committed to recognizing it as a checkmate.

Through this reconsideration of chess, I think that we can see some of the initial features

of social constitutivism begin to emerge. For example, even though we can speak of consti-

tutive aims, structures, and rules, those constitutive features are intelligible only against a

background of social meanings, practices, institutions, and values. What the constitutive

rules of chess are at a given historical juncture or what it means to follow such rules relies on

a strong sociality in the background. Likewise, we can see that normative statuses, such as

making a successful checkmate or being a good chess-player, are not statuses simply floating

around in the clouds; rather, they are normative statuses that are assigned in virtue of the

33 This is, Brandom notes, the position of Hegel’s master in the master/servant dialectic.
See Brandom, A Spirit of Trust, 343.
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structure of mutual recognition. When we take this view of chess as a metaphor for consti-

tutivism, a significantly more complicated picture emerges. We soon see that, even where

it seems there are constitutive rules, such rules require a robust background of meaning,

practices, institutions, forms of life, and structures of recognition for their normative force.

The deceptively simple use of chess to illustrate constitutivism will often overlook these

complex forms of sociality, yet, in doing so, it is plain that such a theory misses much of the

normative infrastructure behind the example.

3.2.1.5. Chess, Agency, and Essentially Contested Concepts

In transitioning to my account of agency, I want to consider the issue of the vast difference

in complexity between chess as an example and agency. Chess is appealing as an example

because it is a relatively simple game with clearly constitutive features: structure, rules, aims,

and only three possible outcomes (win, lose, draw). Yet, even given the relative simplicity in

its constitutive features, chess is still enormously complex: it can take a lifetime for a person

to master and, even with the massive power of super-computers, we still have not solved

the game. What if, instead of taking a relatively simple game like chess as the model for

constitutivism, we looked to an infinitely more complex game or activity?

In “Essentially Contested Concepts,” W.B. Gallie imagined a distinctive kind of game,

which we’ll call championship. For championship, Gallie eschewed the standard fea-

tures of championships: regular championship games at fixed intervals, scores that definitely

settle who the champion is, clear rules of the game, and so on. Gallie devised champi-

onship as a way to illustrate the nature of what he calls essentially contested concepts. Gallie’s
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championship is an odd sort of game that has five features:34

1. Distinctive team methods and styles: “In this championship each team specializes in a

distinctive method, strategy and style of play of its own, to which all its members

subscribe to the best of their ability.”

2. Style and skill instead of scores: “‘Championship’ is not adjudged and awarded in

terms of the highest number of markable successes, e.g., ‘scores,’ but in virtue of

level of style or calibre. […] More simply, to be adjudged ‘the champions’ means to

be judged ‘to have played the game best.”’

3. Continuous competition: “‘Championship’ is not a distinction gained and acknowl-

edged at a fixed time and for a fixed period. Games proceed continuously, and

whatever side is acknowledged champion to-day knows it may perfectly well be

caught up or surpassed to-morrow.”

4. No official judges or rules but instead loyal fans: “[T]here are no official judges or strict

rules of adjudication. […] Each side has its own loyal kernel group of supporters, and

in addition, at any given time, a number of ‘floating’ supporters who are won over to

support it because of the quality of its play—and, we might add, the loudness of its

kernel supporters’ applause and the persuasiveness of their comments. Moreover,

at any given time, one side will have the largest (and loudest) group of supporters

who, we may say, will effectively hail it as ‘the champion.”’

5. Conflict among groups of loyal fans. There are two aspects of this conflict: first-order

and second-order.

(a) Earnest conflict over who the champions are: “the supporters of every con-

testing team regard and refer to their favoured team as ‘the champions[.]”’

(b) Conflict over the criteria of championship: There is “continuous competition

34 W.B. Gallie, “Essentially Contested Concepts,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 56,
no. 1 (June 1956): 170–71.
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between the contestant teams, not only for acknowledgement as champi-

ons, but for acceptance of (what each side and its supporters take to be)

the proper criteria of championship.”

Is agency more analogous to championship or chess? It seems incontrovertible to me that

agency is much more similar to championship.35 Chess, after all, is what is known as a

combinatorial game of pure strategy, which is defined as a game where “there are only two

players who alternate moves, without using dice, cards or other random devices and where

the players have perfect information about the current state of the game.”36 None of this is

settled for either championship or agency. Agency is more similar to championship

than chess by briefly comparing them in terms of Gallie’s five features of championship. (1)

While championship, chess, and agency all see the players and agents engage in the activity

with distinctive methods and styles, the range of methods and styles available to players of

championship and agents is much greater than the formal structure of chess could allow.

(2) There are no scores for agency or in championship to settle the winner, whereas for

chess checkmate settles the winner, piece values can provide a rough estimate of who has

35 It may be objected here that perhaps I am being unfair to the constitutivist in their use
of chess. After all, the example of chess is merely supposed to illustrate the way that
normative standards can come from constitutive features and to render that structure
or process more perspicuous. Using chess as a simplified model or illustration, so
the objection might go, is distinct from claiming that chess and agency are even close
to similar in levels of complexity. That’s a fair point, but we should recall that some
constitutivists often try to make the theory attractive by appealing to these kinds of
examples—as if to say, “See, it’s just that simple!” My point here is that, once we begin to
think about the structure of a game that would even begin to closely approximate agency,
we see an exponential increase in complexity. If it is reasonable for constitutivists to use
chess as an example for illustrating an attractive structural aspect of the theory, then it
seems equally fair to use championship to show the complexity of the issue.

36 Michael H. Albert, Richard J. Nowakowski, and David Wolfe, Lessons in Play: An Introduc-
tion to Combinatorial GameTheory (Wellesley, MA: AK Peters, 2007), xi.
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the stronger position in a game, there are scoring systems in tournaments, and Elo rating

indicates the strength of a player. (3)There is no start or end to agency nor to championship,

whereas chess is clearly limited to the chess match itself (which is, in turn, limited by criteria

like the 50-moves rules). (4) Unlike chess, both agency and championship have no obvious

rules or officials, but there are only observers and partisans (“fans”) who think that some

agents or teams are better than others because they have a better style or method of being

an agent or playing the game.37 Finally, (5) there is continual conflict over not just who the

champion is but over what the proper criteria for winning championship or being a

good agent even is, whereas the clear criteria for winning the World Chess Championship

settles this.38

It may be thought that, if agency is an essentially contested concept, like the champion

in championship, then the constitutivist project is doomed: there will be no way of

establishing, on the basis of the concept of agency alone, an agreed upon conception of

agency’s constitutive features or the normative standards being grounded in them. However,

I don’t think that the situation is quite so dire, at least for my self-consciously sociohistorical

version of constitutivism. The reason for this is that this on-going contestation of what it is to

be an agent at all is, perhaps rather ironically, an essential part of our agency itself. It is part of

howwe constitute ourselves as whowe are. Human beings are, in Charles Taylor’smemorable

phrase, “self-interpreting animals.”39 On Taylor’s view, there is always the possibility of a

37 This is not to say that chess players don’t have fans as well, just that they don’t play the
same role in the game of chess as they do in in the game of championship.

38 Even with some minor historical bumps concerning chess championships, the world
chess champion would be a much clearer matter than who won championship or who
the “best” agent is.

39 Taylor, Human Agency and Language, ch. 2.
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radical re-evaluation about ourselves as agents.40 We often find an urgency to questions like

the following, Taylor notes: “Ought I to re-evaluate my most basic evaluations? Have I really

understood what is essential to my identity? Have I truly determined what I sense to be the

highest mode of life?”41 In answering these questions, there is no neutral “metalanguage” in

which such radical re-evaluation can take place, but, rather, “the re-evaluation is carried on in

the formulae available” and “with a stance of attention” that is open to fundamentally shifting

our self-conception. Stepping back and asking such questions is, I think, characteristic of

agency: when we contest what agency itself is, we are offering a self-interpretation of what

we are, and, at least in the best of cases, we do so on the basis of tools available to us as

agents: our capacity to exchange reasons with each other. (I will explore this topic further in

chapter 4.)

3.2.2. Strongly Social Agency-Central Constitutivism

In the previous section, I offered an introduction to my version of social constitutivism by

reconsidering chess as a metaphor for constitutivists. In this section, I want to turn to a

more programmatic statement of my view, and, in the following chapters, to then offer a

defense of that position. To do this, I want to briefly draw on some of the terminology and

schemata that were introduced in chapter 1. In chapter 1, I offered increasingly detailed

specifications of the general constitutivist schema (gcs):

S general constitutivist schema. Normative features N applying to mem-

bersM of kind K1 stand in dependency relation R to constitutive features C of kind

40 This is distinct from what Taylor criticizes as radical choice, where there is no basis for
choosing among different values.

41 Taylor, Human Agency and Language, 40.
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K2.

As we progressed through that chapter, we saw some of the different options for specify-

ing that thesis, including the normative/meta-normative distinction, various options for

the dependency relation (such as derivation or grounding), a plethora of different kinds of

constitutive features, and the nature of kinds. Two central kinds of constitutivism that I in-

troduced were agential constitutivism (with agency-prior, agency-focused, agency-based, and

agency-central sub-types) as well as strongly social, weakly social, and asocial constitutivism.

In this chapter and the following, I am going to defend a strongly social, agency-central

version of constitutivism. According to this view, (1) the kind K1 to which normative features

apply are agents (and their actions) and (2) the constitutive features on which those normative

features depend are the constitutive features of agency (and, at times, action) itself.

We can recall that a strongly social constitutivism holds that it is the sociality of the

constitutive features of agency that explains the dependency of the corresponding normative

features. This was, as we saw, broken down into two sub-theses: first, the constitutive

sociality of agency (csa) thesis and, second, normative relevance of csa thesis.

For the constitutive sociality of agency thesis, I will argue that there are at least two con-

stitutive features of sociality: the constitutive structure of recognition and the constitutive

function of social self-constitution. While there may be other strongly social constitutive

features of agency, these two constitutive features will allow us to do significant normative

work on their own.

The main account of the normative relevance relation that I will provide is, as we saw in

chapter 1, one of grounding: namely, that the normative features which apply to agents are
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grounded in the social, constitutive features of the structure of recognition and the function

of social self-constitution. The reason for this grounding account has to do with my two

other methodological commitments: (1) I hold that there is a sociohistorical dynamism at

work in the determination of agency, and (2) I suggest that there are a plurality of forms of

agency and that what is important is providing an account of how our form of agency binds

us.

In terms of questions of scope, I aim to offer a modest approach. First, while I hold that

a meta-normative version of constitutivism may serve as a regulatory ideal, it is not clear

to me that, given the dynamic nature of agency, we can rule out all normative aspects from

the constitutive features of agency as they have developed over time. Rather, as I note in

§1.4.3, I think a more promising route is to hold open the option that, if there are normative

constitutive features of agency, then those normative constitutive features are justifiable

within an expansive web of other such features. If there are normative constitutive features of

agency, then they are accounted for on the basis of this web. Second, I do not aim to explain

all normative features in a single domain, much less all domains, as a wide, domain-general

constitutivist theory would do. Rather, my aim is more modest: I think that we can ground

at least some normative features, especially within the ethical domain, in the constitutive

features that I have identified, even if a broader scope still serves as a regulatory ideal.

As a final point concerning scope, there is a question about the scope concerning to

whom the normative features apply. For example, do they apply to all possible agents under

any conception of agency? Given my pluralistic approach, it is unclear to me that such

ambitions are even helpful. Rather, the agents included under the scope of my constitutivist
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theory are those who are included within what I call the polyadic recognitive web (as I will

discuss shortly). While I think that this web is now quite expansive (sufficient to cover our

normal conception of person), it is important that it is indexed to our dynamic and developing

form of agency.

While the above serves as the skeleton framework for my constitutivist account, it may

nonetheless be helpful to offer a schematization of the specific features of my view and

how they relate to each other. In this dissertation, I focus on two constitutive features: the

constitutive structure of recognition and the constitutive function of social self-constitution.

The constitutive structure of recognition provides the normative framework for the view.

As a constitutive feature of agency, it requires that, in order to be agents at all, we must

stand in relations of mutual recognition to other agents. By standing in these relations of

mutual recognition, we establish and exercise normative authority over each other. Likewise,

these mutually recognitive relations (as we saw with Brandom’s account of recognition in

chess), determine whether or not an action (considered as a translation from inner intention

to outer action) can be considered successful. We are not, on our own, able to determine the

normative status of such actions absent recognition by others.

While some normative standards (such as relatively thin deontic constraints) may be

generated by this structure, my focus here is on the normative relations that the structure

enables. For example, in virtue of the constitutive recognitive structure of agency, we are

able to better explain why it is that the inter-agential exchange of reasons, demands, claims,

and so on, has normative force. These are some of the second-personal elements of the view.

Likewise, when we are deliberating first-personally, we are doing so against an implicit (and
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perhaps sometimes explicit) recognitive background. According to such a view, when I ask

myself what reasons I have, I am asking what reasons I have as one among others in a first-

personal we. Thus, there is a social, recognitive background to first-personal deliberation.

This recognitive structure forms the background for the next chapter, in which I offer

an account of social self-constitution as a constitutive function of agency. On this view,

our characteristic activity as agents is making ourselves into who we are in a social context.

We do this through various social roles, practices, institutions, and so on. In constituting

ourselves as selves socially, we make ourselves into loci of responsibility and accountability.

This is what makes us agents.

There is an important relationship between these two constitutive features: the consti-

tutive recognitive structure of agency is what enables the performance of the constitutive

function of self-constitution. For example, as we saw with Brandom’s wanna-be chess grand-

master, our desire to constitute ourselves as a specific role or kind of agent is successful if

we are recognized as having done so. Likewise, as we often already inhabit different roles

and statuses, the recognitive structure of agency allows for others with whom we stand in a

recognitive relation to hold us accountable for meeting the applicable normative features of

that role. Various forms of sociality (rules, rituals, roles, and so on) provide a grammar by

which we can constitute ourselves as selves.

The principle of recognition, as we will see, can also provide an important constraint on

the roles to which we are called for self-constitution. It would be incompatible, for example,

with a principle of equal recognition to require self-constitution to proceed in a way that

abases or degrades the agent qua agent.
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Lastly, I will argue that, in internal terms, there is an important way in which we aim

to reconcile both the recognitive and socially self-constitutive elements of the constitutive

features of agency. We aim, as Hegel puts it, to be at one with ourselves (Beisichselbstsein).

To do this, we must constitute ourselves as selves and this self-conception must be granted

the appropriate recognitive status by those with whom we stand in relations of mutual

recognition. How we do this is, as I will suggest, indexed to the sociohistorical shape of

agency in a given time and place.

These elements, then, form the core of my version of social constitutivism, and I will now

turn to developing this account.

3.3. Introducing Recognition as a Constitutive Structure of Agency

The problem of the normative is social because, as I argued in chapter 2, it centrally involves

recognition and recognitive challenges concerning the normative authority of agents. We

saw this sociality in three registers: dyadic normative structure, dialogical discursive or

justificatory structure, and indexical structure (i.e., the plural first-person and the second-

person standpoints), and, for each, we were able to observe that the relevance of recognition

and recognitive structure (e.g., in second-personal, dialogical challenges between two agents).

Just as agency and recognition is at the heart of the problem, so it is at the heart of the

solution. One of these essentially social constitutive features of agency, so I will argue in this

chapter, is recognition as a constitutive structure of agency. To be constituted as an agent at all

involves standing in a mutually recognitive structure, where we recognize others as agents and

are recognized as agents by them in turn. This mutually recognitive structure has a dyadic
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normative structure, is dialogical, and involves social indexical perspectives (such as a the

plural first-persona and second-person standpoints). I will argue that it is in this recognitive

structure that we are able to ground normative standards that apply to us as agents.

Coming to stand in this recognitive structure not only transforms our relations with

other agents, but it also transforms how we relate to ourselves: our very self-consciousness is

socially mediated by standing within the structure of recognition. In this transformation of

the structure of our self-consciousness, we are able to become agents. Although we initially

encounter recognitive challenges as posing the problem of the normative for us as agents

(both in terms of how we relate normatively to others and to ourselves), recognition also

provides an important part of the solution to that problem. Recognition, as I will argue in

this chapter, is not only constitutive of our agency, but mutual recognition is also how we get

a normative grip on ourselves and each other as agents. Furthermore, recognition provides

the normative backbone for our growth as agents. It is only by taking a stand within this

social structure of recognition that, as I will argue in the next chapter, we are able to perform

our constitutive function as agents of social self-constitution.

The central project of the remaining parts of this chapter is (1) to provide a plausible,

strongly social conception of recognition based on mutual recognition, (2) to argue that this

strongly social conception of recognition is a constitutive structure of agency, and (3) to

argue that normative features applying to us as agents are grounded in this constitutive

structure of mutual recognition. First, I will offer an account of constitutive structure and I will

argue that this type of constitutive feature is promising as a kind of theoretical component

of constitutivism. While I think that structures are a promising kind of feature, they have
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nonetheless been overlooked, perhaps because of mistaken individualist assumptions on

the meta-constitutivist level about what constitutive features must be like. On the basis of

the meta-constitutivist framework (developed in chapter 1), we can begin to revise these

assumptions and see the important role that structures may hold for constitutivism. Second,

I will offer a conception of recognition’s structure. To do this, I will discuss recognition’s

structure in both inter-agential terms as well intra-agential terms. I will also argue that,

in order to have a better sense of recognition as a structure of agency, we need to look at

both from a synchronic perspective and also in terms of its development in a diachronic

perspective. Third, I will argue that recognition is a constitutive structure of agency. Drawing

on my characterization of recognition, I will first focus on how standing within a mutual,

inter-agential structure of recognition is constitutive of agency. To be an agent involves

being recognized as an agent (and recognizing those by whom one is recognized), and I

will argue that, in order to have the right kind of internal structure necessary for agency,

one must stand in the proper recognitive relations. Finally, I will argue that we can ground

normative features applying to agents in recognition as a constitutive structure of agency.

When we understand recognition as a social, constitutive structure of agency, we first gain a

new perspective on the structure of how normative features apply to us as agents. Normative

features apply to us as agents because we bind ourselves and each other to them in virtue of

recognitive structures.
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3.3.1. Constitutive Structures

Before turning to recognition as a constitutive structure, it will be helpful to explain what

structures are and why they are appropriate for a constitutivist theory as a kind of constitutive

feature. As we saw in chapter 1, there are a variety of different kinds of constitutive features

discussed in the constitutivist literature, but, of those, structures have received relatively

little attention. This is surprising because, as I will show, structures are a promising kind

of constitutive feature. In order to justify the inclusion of a kind of feature as constitutive

within a constitutivist theory, it is necessary both to offer a characterization of what that

kind of feature is and how it may be related to normativity.

First, I will offer an account of structures in general. A structure involves the assignment

and configuration of positions (within a space or domain) of certain kinds of elements

relative to others. Kinds can be made intelligible and individuated in part on the basis of

such structures. To explain this, I will discuss the relationship between the structure of a kind

and the characteristic activity of that kind. Next, while it is relatively uncontroversial that

internal structures can be constitutive of a kind, I also want to argue that relational structures

may also be constitutive of certain kinds. This will open the way to social structures—such

as recognition—as being a constitutive feature of agency. I will turn to how constitutive

structures may be grounds for normativity in general. Here I will draw on the two prior

elements of my account—activities and relations—and I will show how each of those kinds

of components may provide grounds for normativity without running into some standard

problems (such as the inviolability problem, as discussed in §1.5.5).

Constitutivists are interested in explaining how normative features of a kind depend on
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the constitutive features of that kind (or a closely related one).42 We may be tempted to think

that kinds are individuated in terms of the material components or the stuff out of which they

are composed. Yet, without taking account of the arrangement of those material components,

such an account is likely to run into puzzling counter-examples. For example, while a heap

of motorcycle parts and those parts put together as a fully assembled motorcycle, it seems

clear that the heap of parts and the assembled motorcycle are not the same kind of thing.43

Likewise, what distinguishes a living organism from a mere pile of dismembered body parts

with the same material composition? Because what distinguishes these two kinds of things

cannot be the material components themselves, it must also include another component,

such as how those material components are arranged with respect to each other.44 If this

is right, then constitutivists should be deeply interested in structure: it cannot just be the

constitutive components of possible agents or actions that determine whether or not they in

fact are members of their respect kind but the structure that they each have.45

How are structures supposed to help us distinguish between different kinds? One helpful

42 See §1.3.
43 This example is from Koslicki,The Structure of Objects, ”Introduction”, but I take it that

such examples are standard metaphysical chestnuts by now.
44 This is not to claim that structure will always be sufficient to determine the constitutive

nature of a kind. There may be other components that go into making up the constitutive
features of a kind, but this one is exactly of why constitutivists should be interested in
this kind of feature.

45 In her account of self-constitution, Korsgaard, drawing on both Aristotle and Plato,
makes a similar point: successful self-constitution requires that each part of the soul
(appetite, spirit, and reason) stand in the proper relation to the others—that is, that they
stand in the proper form or have the proper structure, so that they can best carry out the
characteristic activity of agency. For Korsgaard’s similar Aristotelian account, see ch. 2
of Korsgaard, Self-Constitution. For this more specific point regarding the constitution of
the soul, see Korsgaard, ch. 7 That said, form and structure may not be the same (on this
point, see Graham Renz, “Form as Structure: It’s Not So Simple,” Ratio 31, no. 1 (October
2016): 20–36 and Oderberg, “Is Form Structure?”).
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proposal comes from Kathrin Koslicki. Whether or not a candidate member for a particular

kind is in fact a member of that kind will depend in part, on Koslicki’s view, on whether or

not that entity meets the structural requirements understood as formal components (such

as configuration, variety, or number of parts) for that kind. For Koslicki, we should think

of structures as objects that “make available positions or places for other objects to occupy,

provided that these occupants satisfy the type restrictions imposed by the structure on the

positions in question.”46 Structures, on this view, have three components: (1) the parts of the

whole, (2) the domain of positions for these parts to occupy, and (3) and assignment of the

parts to the positions in that domain.47 A structure may remain the same even if particular

parts vary as long as the particular parts meet the formal requirements for their assigned

slot. For example, a sentence may have the same syntactic structure even if the particular

words change as long as the new words meet the relevant formal syntactic requirements.

Thus, given certain rules of transformation, a structure may remain the same even if the

particular elements composing it vary. In the case of linguistics, Koslicki notes, “structures

thus constitute the primary domain of objects over which syntactic rules and operations are

defined.”48 Again, if we are interested in the grammatical structure of a sentence, we can

transform that sentence by changing the particular words, but, from the point of view of

grammatical structure, it will be the same. For an illustration of social structure, Koslicki

takes an example from Verity Harte on this point: consider an “alternating gender” seating

46 Koslicki,The Structure of Objects, 235.
47 On this point, Koslicki notes that she is drawing on the work of Verity Harte as well

as Rescher and Oppenheim. See her remarks on Rescher and Oppenheim, as cited in
(Koslicki, 239).

48 Koslicki, 235.
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arrangement at a dinner party: each woman is flanked by a man on each side and each man is

flanked by a woman on each side. Koslicki notes that, while the particular men and women

may change, the “alternating gender” seating structure will remain unchanged.49 Structures,

then, provide positions that can be occupied by other entities. In occupying a structure,

these entities take up position with respect to other elements in the structure (assuming

there is more than one element in the structure). Kinds are individuated, in part, by their

structures, and the reason that kinds are individuated by structures that structures allow for

some variation in which particular elements constitute a structure, as long as those elements

meet certain formal entry requirements or follow certain kinds of rules of transformation as

defined over the domain of the structure.50

For constitutivists, then, structures should be attractive as a potential kind of constitutive

feature: they bear the close relationship to kinds necessary for explaining why they are

in fact constitutive of those kinds. Structures are flexible in providing places where other

objects can occupy a position as long as they meet the formal requirements for occupying

that position. For example, suppose that agency is composed in part by a < belief,desire >

structure, and that, for any action undertaken by an agent, there is this < belief,desire >

structure. In this case, we don’t need to postulate any particular desire that the agent has

because we know that this can vary while the structure stays the same. All that has to happen

49 Given the controversies surrounding gender today, it’s unclear exactly how well this
example holds up!

50 Exactly how we characterize a structure may be domain-relative. For example, how
we characterize a chemical structure and a mathematical structure may be somewhat
different. This is to be expected, Koslicki notes, because “the notion of structure may
be tailored in different ways to the interests, concerns and requirements of particular
domains” (Koslicki,The Structure of Objects, 236).
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is that some desire populate the structure. We can inquire into the formal requirements on

desires since they compose part of the structure, and perhaps this inquiry into the formal

structure of desires will yield interesting normative consequences.51 The reason that this is

an advantage for the constitutivist is that, if we can generate or ground norms in constitutive

structures, then we can accommodate a wide-range of variability in the elements of those

structures, as long as the elements meet the relevant formal requirements.

In giving an account of the relationship between structures and kinds, it is also important

to emphasize the role of the characteristic activity of the relevant kind. For example, we can

recall that, for Aristotle, the notion of form or structure of a kind of entity is relative to the

characteristic activity of that entity: the parts of that entity must be present and structured

in such a way that the entity is able to perform its characteristic function or carry out its

characteristic activity. Aristotle considered this to be normative for entities of a certain kind.

As Koslicki explains, Aristotle held the view that such entities ought to be understood as

structured wholes: “a certain number and variety of parts which they ought not to be missing if

they are to be normalmembers of the species to which they belong” and these parts, when

arranged in a suitable structure together, “allow each object to carry out its characteristic

activity best.”52This relationship between activity and structure is important inmaking a kind

intelligible, and so we can say that certain objects, such as the motorcycle or an organism,

depend for their intelligibility on being structured.53

51 This example is based on the proposal in Smith, “Agents and Patients.” Smith holds that
one of the constitutive aims that agents have is to realize their desires.

52 Koslicki,The Structure of Objects, 155.
53 There is, as Koslicki points out, some manner of controversy over the extent of the

contribution that the structure of a whole makes to its intelligibility. For example,
Koslicki notes, Plato held that the structure of awhole alongwith thatwhole’s teleological
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For example, in the case of kind of living beings, Michael Thompson has argued that

we offer attributions, judgments, and descriptions of a species and its members through an

interconnected “system” that involves “teleological or functional connections” concerning

the structure and the characteristic activity of a kind of life.54 Thompson offers a memorable

example of jellyfish to illustrate this idea. Suppose, for example, that you come upon a vast

expanse of jellyfish. These jellyfish, Thompson supposes, turn out to have “novel parts and

features,” such as a large number of mouths, short tentacles, and a thin bell that “spread[s]

out over rest of its mass like an umbrella.”55 They are, you realize, a previously unknown

cause made that whole inherently intelligible. On Plato’s conception, Koslicki notes,
such wholes have both (a) a mathematical structure and (b) a teleological cause, and the
combination of (a) and (b) meant that, for Plato, a whole was inherently intelligible on its
own (Koslicki,The Structure of Objects, 100). Aristotle, by contrast, took a more modest
approach: while understanding an object’s structure may be necessary in rendering
that object intelligible, it may not be sufficient to make the whole inherently intelligible
(Koslicki, 156). We need not settle this debate between Plato and Aristotle here. What
is important is that both Plato and Aristotle were correct to note that understanding
the structure of a kind is necessary for the intelligibility of that kind. The reason for this
is that, by understanding structure, we understanding how different elements relate to
each other in carrying out the relevant characteristic activity.

54 Michael Thompson, “Apprehending Human Form,” Royal Institute of Philosophy Supple-
ment 54 (March 2004): 50. A life-form attribution has the form of “something like this: X
is a bearer of life form S, or X is a member of species S, or, in suitable contexts, simply X is
an S or Lo, an S” (Thompson, 48). Life-form attributions are related, Thompson holds, to
natural historical judgments about the relevant kind. Such judgments, Thompson explains,
are judgments about the characteristic activity of the life-form. For example, Thompson
notes, these judgments will have the following form: “the S is/has/does F, or S’s are/do/have
F, or S’s characteristically are/have/do F, or it belongs to an S to be/do/have F, or this is (part
of) how S’s live: they are/do/have F” (Thompson, 49). There will be a reciprocal dependence
between the representation of that life form at the general level and judgments con-
cerning particular members of that kind. Such judgments, Thompson notes, are not
simply “reports” or statistical “averages” about instances of that life-form. Rather, on
Thompson’s view, they are closer to “logical or quasi-logical notions as object, property,
relation, fact, or process” (Thompson, 63).

55 Thompson, 48.
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species, which you can call the umbrella jelly, and you characterize this form of life in terms of

the interconnected system above. Any particular vital description, as Thompson explains, is

“mediated by an appeal to the underlying life form which the individual exemplifies” as part

of this overall system.56 For example, in beginning to understand this form of life, you make

judgments concerning the structure and function of this kind of life. For instance, how can

you determine that an individual jellyfish’s tentacles are tentacles rather than something like

“parasites or cancerous excrescences or undetached bits of waste”?57 To do this, Thompson

holds, you make a judgment about structure relative to “his form of life taken generally” and

“mediately by appeal to what you have observed in other individual jellies[.]”58The upshot of

this is that, in order to understand a kind of life as that kind of life, it is necessary to offer an

interpretation of the structure of that life form relative to its characteristic activity.

The point here is that, in order make judgments about an entity as a given form of life as

a kind (or species), it is necessary to have a conception of that form of life that includes a

relationship between the structure of the parts of that formof life and how they relate together

in order to allow that entity to perform the characteristic activities as the form of life that it

is. This is importantly related to how we are able to make normative judgments concerning

a form of life. Structures are arrangements or configurations of elements (meeting certain

requirements) indexed to their function of a characteristic activity, and we can explain why

an instantiation of a structure is defective insofar as it performs the relevant characteristic

function poorly. That is, something has a certain structure in virtue of being the kind of thing

56 Thompson, 64.
57 Thompson, 51.
58 Thompson, 51.
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that it is and, if its structure allows it to perform its characteristic activity or function well,

then it is normatively evaluable as a successful entity of that kind. For example, suppose that

we can see that a bird has a wing that is deformed and it is unable to fly. Because it has a

deformed structure and cannot perform a characteristic activity of its kind, we can evaluate

it in normative terms.

To summarize the position as it has developed so far: structures provide positions that

can be occupied by other entities. In occupying a structure, these entities take up position

with respect to other elements in the structure (assuming there is more than one element

in the structure). Kinds are individuated, in part, by their structures, and the reason that

kinds are individuated by structures that structures allow for some variation in which par-

ticular elements constitute a structure, as long as those elements meet certain formal entry

requirements or follow certain kinds of rules of transformation as defined over the domain

of the structure. Structures can be normative and teleological relative to the characteristic

activity or proper function of a kind. In other words, a structure will allow for the parts of

that kind to be arranged in such a way that the kind can carry out its characteristic activity

both intelligibly and successfully.

At this point, it is important to distinguish between a kind’s internal structure and its

relational structure. The internal structure for a kind involves how parts within members of that

kind stand in relation to each other. For example, in the case of an organism, the internal

structure would involve the configuration of various organs (such as how the parts of the

heart are arranged or how the different organs are related to each other). When we think

of structures as constitutive features of kinds, it is natural to think about them in terms of
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internal structure. For example, many constitutivists seem to proceed on the assumption

that we need to locate some constitutive feature internal to the agent, such as an aim, desire,

or drive. This is not an unmotivated assumption. It would seem that, if feature F constitutes

agent A, then F is an intrinsic rather than extrinsic feature of A, and, from here, it seems like

a small move to say that if feature F is intrinsic to A then F is, in virtue of being intrinsic to

A, internal to A.59

Yet, in addition to internal structure, however, we also need to consider relational structure.

What I want to do here is to challenge this assumption by arguing that there it is possible

for there to be relations and structures that, while not internal properties, are nonetheless

constitutive features. Suppose that we were curious about the constitutive features of friend.

Perhaps we could identify some friends and look for constitutive features internal to them:

such as a desire to be caring, a kindly disposition, a drive to loyalty, and so on. We may

indeed identify some such features like that, and this would tell us something normatively

significant about what friends must be like. But if we looked only at internal features of

friends, we may miss a larger point: that a friend is a friend in virtue of standing in a relation

of friendship with another friend—that is, within a specific kind of relational social structure.

No matter what internal features a would-be friend may possess, those will not be sufficient

for that person to be a friend unless another person recognizes and counts that person as a

friend. More concisely: standing in a relation of friendship where your friend recognizes

you as a friend is constitutive of being a friend.60 But relations are not standardly considered

59 This point fits nicely with the aim of the constitutivist to squash skeptical challenges by
appealing to a feature that the agent already has internally and in virtue of which the
agent is an agent at all.

60 Of course, stating it this way as a “relation of friendship” is not very informative: we’d
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intrinsic or internal properties; to the contrary, relations are usually thought of as extrinsic

and external. Yet, if standing in a relation of friendship is constitutive of being a friend,

then it seems that there are some constitutive features that may nonetheless be extrinsic

and external while at the same time being constitutive. For example, let’s suppose that I

want to be (or already am friends) with someone and they decide to friend (or de-friend)

me: nothing internal about me has changed, but, in friending or de-friending me (that is,

in recognizing or derecognizing me as a friend), I am constituted (or “de-constituted”) as

a friend. So, then, even if we hold fixed the internal features or properties of a friend (and

some may be necessary or constitutive), we can see that extrinsic and external relations (in

this case, of friendly recognition) can be constitutive features of certain kinds.61 This is not

to discount that some internal properties may be required for standing in that relation. As

Aristotle remarks: “Among sour-tempered or older people, friendship less often comes about,

insofar as they are disagreeable and find less enjoyment in social interaction, since these are

the qualities that seem to be most fitted to friendship and productive of it.”62 Nonetheless,

even where there is this important relation between the internal and relational structures (as

still need to specify the constitutive elements of the relation of friendship, but that’s a
separate matter for a first-order normative analysis of friendship.

61 Aside from friendship, these kinds of constitutive social structures or relations are, in
fact, quite common: to be a brother, I have to stand in a sibling relation; to be a father, I
have to stand in a parental relation; to be a husband, I have to stand in a spousal relation.
These constitutive structures may have different relational forms. For example, the case
of friendship I discussed above is a mutual, reciprocal, and egalitarian relation. This is
not always so, as Aristotle points out in viii.7 the Nicomachean Ethics, when he discusses
non-egalitarian forms of friendship: “A different form of friendship, however, is the one
in accord with superiority—for example, of a father for his son, of older for younger
generally, of man for woman, and of any sort of ruler for someone he rules” (Aristotle,
Nicomachean Ethics, 1158b10–15 (144))

62 Aristotle, 1158a1–5 (142).
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in the case of friendship and, as I will argue, the case of recognition), this does not eliminate

the constitutive importance of standing in the relational structure in the first place.63

Thus, in order to count as a friend, you must be in a friendship: someone whom you rec-

ognize as a friend must recognize you as a friend, and we also often appeal to this recognitive

structure to explain the reasons and obligations that are normative for friends: recognizing

someone as a friend involves according that friend special weight in one’s deliberations or

perhaps it gives you a reason to celebrate special occasions with them as an expressive way

of recognizing them as a friend. In short, there is a social and recognitive structure that is

constitutive of being a friend and this structure generates and grounds normative features

applying to friends. Aside from this recognitive structure being conceptually necessary for

63 Some constitutive relations may even be agonistic. For example, James Maffie identifies
in Nahua philosophy what he calls agonistic inamic unities, which are “paired opposites”
that are “interdependent, interrelated, mutually engendering, and mutually complemen-
tary while at the same timemutually competitive and antagonistic” (James Maffie, Aztec
Philosophy: Understanding a World in Motion [Boulder, CO: University Press of Colorado,
2014], 137). These agonistic inamic unities, as Maffie points out, have neither conceptual
nor temporal priority nor moral or metaphysical superiority (Maffie, 137). Common
examples of these in Nahua philosophy would be day and night, life and death, male and
female. It is the processual and on-going interaction of these paired inamichuan in a
process of “continuo desajuste” that, in Nahua philosophy, “explains the genesis, diversity,
movement, and momentary ordering of the cosmos” (Maffie, 138). While Maffie explains
that, for Nahua philosophy, these unities are grounded in and explanative of the nature of
teotl, I don’t think that we need to endorse a specific metaphysics of teotl to understand
the main concept at work. (Indeed, as with the post-metaphysical readings of Hegel’s
Geist away from a kind of spiritual monism, an interesting project would be to offer a
post-metaphysical reading of teotl, but, lamentably but perhaps not surprisingly, offering
a stem-to-stern re-reading of Nahua metaphysics happens to be slightly outside the
scope of this project!) It is in their activity as complementary yet competitive paired
opposites that they constitute each other as what they are. To be more precise, on
Maffie’s interpretation, they are constitutive of the unfolding of teotl, of which they are
both aspects, yet, given Maffie’s reading of teotl as a form of constitutional monism, the
fact that they constitute teotl and are constituted by teotl entails that they constitute each
other over time.
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friendship, being in a friendship where these recognitive relations are felt and expressed

through concrete actions is what makes a friendship successful and what allows friends to

realize their nature as friends.

What I will argue in this chapter is that agency is remarkably similar to the above picture

of friendship: to be an agent, one must stand in a specific kind of social structure with

others. This structure is that of recognition: it is in virtue of being recognized as an agent and

recognizing others as agents that we become the kind of agents that we are. More specifically,

as I will argue, standing in this kind of structure is necessary for having a meta-normative

status—that is, of being capable of being normatively assessed as a locus for responsibility

and accountability in terms of one’s reasons (or potential reasons) for action. Having this

kind of recognitive, meta-normative status is constitutive of our status as agents. Many of

the normative features that apply to us as agents—ranging from binding duties to expressive

reasons—are generated by or grounded in recognition as a constitutive structure of agency.

Furthermore, this recognitive structure is not only conceptually necessary for agency, but its

concrete actualization is how we as agents realize ourselves as the kind of agents we are.

What I want to highlight here is that, in addition to entities having internal structures that

are constitutive of them, they can also have external structures, including social structures,

that are constitutive of how they are. Within these structures, they can come by normativity

in two ways: first, in terms of the relationship of structure to function. Second, within

certain kinds of structures (such as certain social structures), part of standing in that structure

may simply be standing in certain kinds of meta-normative or normative relations to other

entities within that structure. For recognition, I want to show that it is both of these forms
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of normativity: first, the structure of recognition is what allows for self-constitution, and,

second, by standing within the structure of recognition, agents are able to hold each other

accountable and give each other reasons.

However, there is an important difference between agency and friendship: whereas it is

possible to stop being someone’s friend, it is not intelligible to simply stand outside of agency

itself. While one can decide to stop being an agent (such as by sacrificing one’s life for others),

those decisions are normatively assessable within the recognitive structure of agency—that

is, they are understandable as moves within normative space that are attributable to an

agent. But why exactly is this relationship between structure and intelligibility supposed to

matter? As I will discuss later chapter 5, one of the important components of constitutivism

is being able to generate binding normative content for agents. Some have proposed to

explain this bindingness through inescapability, and others have retorted that it seems that

some would-be agent would escape these supposedly binding normative standards by being a

so-called “shmagent” (an agent who has all the features of agency except the one in question).

One relatively unexplored route for generating bindingness in response to the shmagency

challenge is intelligibility. There are two senses of intelligibility here. The first concerns

whether the shmagent’s question in intelligible, and some have argued that, given the special

features of agency, it isn’t. The second concerns the intelligibility of the shmagent at all: what

the shmagent proposes to do, if it is at all intelligible, is to remove a constitutive component

from the structure of agency yet be “very much like” an agent. The problem here is that

we see that both the structure of the agent and the characteristic activity of the agent (let’s

say it’s something like acting for reasons) have changed as the agent becomes (we suppose) a
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shmagent. But we saw above that here we have both a change in structure and a change in

characteristic activity, and so what the former-agent shmagent now is to us is unintelligible.

Now the shmagent may respond that the shmagent is quite happy to be this way, and, as

I argue in chapter 5, this is a serious challenge for first-personal singular approaches to

bindingness. However, in the context of recognition, this changes for two reasons. Being

unintelligible as an agent marks our shmagent out for what P.F. Strawson called the objective

attitude. To be a subject of the objective attitude is to be “a subject for what, in a wide range

of sense, might be called treatment; as something certainly to be taken account, perhaps

precautionary account, of; to be managed or handled or cured or trained; perhaps simply

to be avoided[.]”64 It may, in fact, be even worse for our shmagent in the following sense:

when we treat some people under an objective attitude, we do so because their behavior is

intelligible to us as meriting this kind of response (perhaps they are impaired in some way),

and part of this is because we understand that certain parts of them are not structured in the

proper way to merit treatment according to the contrasting participant attitude. But, for

the shmagent, we simply cannot understand what the shmagent is doing at all: it’s not that

some constitutive part of the shmagent’s agency is malfunctioning (e.g., perhaps the case of

extreme akrasia), but that, if he’s successful, the shmagent is unintelligible and, in this sense,

doesn’t even really merit the kindness of the objective attitude.

64 P.F. Strawson, Freedom and Resentment and Other Essays (New York, NY: Routledge, 2008),
9.
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3.4. The Structure of Recognition and the Constitution of Agency

In the next three sections, I am going to give an account of the structure of recognition,

of recognition is a constitutive structure of agency, and of some normative features can

be grounded in recognition as a constitutive structure. To do this, I start with a few brief

methodological remarks on my approach to recognition. After this, we will look in detail

at recognition as a constitutive structure of agency in three steps. First, I will offer a char-

acterization of recognition in structural terms. After this, I will argue for why recognition

is a constitutive structure of agency. Lastly, I will explore the normative implications of

recognition as a constitutive structure.

Before looking at recognition in detail, I want to offer two brief methodological points

that will structure my approach. First, by drawing on the account of the structure of the

problem of the normative from chapter 2, we can better understand what to expect from an

account of recognition as a constitutive structure. Second, by examining how recognition

interacts with the concrete actualization of recognition, we can develop a more robust

account of recognition itself and how it generates and grounds normativity as a constitutive

structure of agency.

The emergence of the problem of the normative, according to the social reconsidera-

tion given in chapter 2, involved two core elements. First, the problem arises from dyadic

and dialogical inter-agential challenges concerning agents as sources normative authority.

Second, these challenges (and the attempts to resolve them) transform the mode in which

those agents relate not only to other agents but also to themselves. In responding to these

challenges, agents desire to see themselves (and their determinations about what to count
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as reasons) as normatively authoritative. Yet, because they cannot secure this normative

authority on their own (see the kantian paradox in §2.3.2.1), each agent requires the

recognition of another independent self-conscious agent to vindicate this self-conception.

When self-conscious agents deliberate about what they have reason to do, then, they do so

within the context of this social structure of recognition: they are attempting to ascertain

what they can count as reasons and what those with whom they stand in relations of mutual

recognition would count as reasons. This initial form of the problem of the normative (as

discussed in chapter 2) develops through successive shapes of inter-agential relations and

intra-agential self-relation.

From these two elements of the problem of the normative, we can glean some important

insights concerning for a constitutivist account of recognition. First, it is important to

offer an account of the structure of recognition that includes both its inter-agential and

intra-agential elements and how they relate to each other. Second, the form of recognition

is not entirely static: rather, it develops over time as agents engage (successfully or not) in

these recognitive relations. Thus, an account of recognition should include a discussion of

both its synchronic structure and the diachronic development of that structure. If we are

able to do this, then, following the problem–solutionmethod, there will be a structural

congruence between the problem of the normative and recognition as an element of a solution

to it.

Understanding how recognition structures agency is crucial to normatively assessing

agents as agents. In §1.5.7, we saw that one way to secure normativity is to assess the degree

to which instances of a kind conform to instances of the concept of that kind, and, when an
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instance of a kind fails to measure up to its concept, it both contradicts its concept while at

the same time remaining preserved in this contradiction.65 Thus, by setting out recognition

as a structure of agency at the conceptual level, my hope is to show how we can assess

whether or not instances of recognition measure up (or not) to the concept of recognition.

We can offer a developmental and dynamic account of agency, as I argued in §1.5.7,

through the sociohistorical interplay between the concept of agency and its existence. As

Hegel noted, a concept and its existence become completely interpenetrated (as two aspects

of an Idea), and, in order to understand agency and its actualization, we must understand its

concept. However, unlike other constitutivist accounts of agency (such as a Kantian one),

I do not think it is sufficient to focus on the mere concept of agency and its constitutive

components alone. Rather, we must pay attention to how the concept of agency develops in

tandemwith its existence, and, to do this, wemust pay close attention to the changing shapes

of recognition (and misrecognition) over time. By doing this, we can see how evolving shapes

of recognition constitute agency over time, and we can also see how, when even recognitive

relations fail and result in misrecognition, the result can often be the development of new

possibilities for shapes of agency.

Yet, at this point, there may arise questions for my view concerning recognition as a

structure of agency and the sociohistorical dynamism of agency as a concept. If recognition is

a structure of agency, the objectionmay hold, then it cannot evolve: structures are, as Koslicki

put it, invariant with respect to their contents. Thus, it would seem that, if recognition is a

constitutive structure of agency, then agency cannot be dynamic in the way I say, or, if agency

65 For example, we can assess whether or not a friend is a true friend based on how well
that friend corresponds to the concept of friendship.
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is dynamic, then recognition cannot be its constitutive structure. We can draw a distinction

here between structure as quantitative structure and structure as form. In terms of quantitative

structure, my aim here is to set out the basic building blocks of recognition as a dyadic

relationship (with certain relational properties) between and constitutive of agents. These

dyadic relationships can be embedded into larger relationships while maintaining the basic

dyadic structure. There can be a certain dynamism to this embedding without modifying the

basic structure in quantitative terms. Structure as form involves, in Aristotelian terms, an

“actualizing principle” operating on content within a structure: this actualizing principle

of it what determines that, say, a hunk of matter is the kind of thing that it is or that an

organism is the kind of agent that it is. To say discuss the structure of agency in terms of

form, then, is to specify an actualizing principle—in this case, recognition. A certain kind

of dynamism here is not a problem: the actualizing principle (or Idea) can itself develop as

the principle it is through the sociohistorical interaction of the concept and its existence.

What remains static, then, is the basic quantitative structure of recognition; the actualizing

principle, even as it develops over time (as the interaction between concept and existence

brings it more fully into actuality), does not itself switch to a different principle. Consider,

for example, Hegel’s analogy to the tree: the tree contains within its bud its strength, and, as

the tree grows, it remains the same tree, even if it has grown, suffering windstorms, faced

disease, had limbs removed, and so on—it does not change into a different tree.

234



3.4.1. A Synchronic Perspective on the Structure of Recognition

If recognition is a constitutive structure of agency, then what is recognition’s structure? In

this section, I will offer a characterization of the structure of recognition.66 To do this, I will

focus on the core structural elements of recognition and how they relate to each other. We can

separate these elements into two spheres: inter-agential and intra-agential. The inter-agential

elements include agents and patients (such as the recognizer and recognizee), the recognitive

relation between them, as well as other contextual elements (such as the recognitive status and

domain). The intra-agential elements of recognition include elements like the recognizer’s

recognitive attitude, the recognizee’s desire for recognition, and, importantly, a recognitive

mode of self-relation. While it is useful to speak of these inter-agential and intra-agential

elements as parts of “spheres,” there is not a strict separation between these them; to the

contrary, as we will see, there is in fact an inextricable connection between them.

My initial characterization of the structure of recognition will be synchronic because it

will take a contemporary conceptual view of the structure of recognition without explicit

regard to its historical development. While a synchronic perspective on recognition is useful,

it needs to be supplemented with a diachronic account of the development of recognition’s

structure. In the second half of this section concerning the structure of recognition, I will

focus on providing this developmental, diachronic account of the structure of recognition. A

diachronic perspective on the structure of recognition, I will argue, allows us to properly

understand the development of the structure of recognition through various temporal stages

66 Brandon Hogan has offered a similar and very helpful view of the relationship between
Brandom’s account of recognition and constitutivism in “Hegelian Constitutivism and
the Schmagency Objection.” I am grateful to Brandon for discussion on his work.
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or shapes. By understanding its diachronic development, we can better see both how recog-

nition’s inter-agential structure emerged and how its accompanying intra-agential structure

(especially in terms of an agent’s mode of self-relation) developed into their current form.

This characterization will put me in a position to argue that recognition is a constitutive

structure of agency in the following section and, in the section after that, to explain how this

generates or grounds normative features for agents.

3.4.1.1. Recognition’s Inter-Agential Structure

In the initial discussion of structures in §3.3.1, we noted that a structure has three essential

components: (i) the position available within the structure; (ii) the arrangement of those

positions with respect to each other; and (iii) the type restrictions on entities that are able to

occupy the various positions. For my account of the structure of recognition, I will specify

each of these three components.

3.4.1.1.1. Recognizer and Recognizee

The most conspicuous elements of recognitive structure are a recognizer who recognizes a

recognizee. A specification of a recognitive structure requires filling in those two essential

poles: recognizer and recognizee. In virtue of having these two poles, we can say that recognition

has an essentially bipolar or dyadic structure.67 This is the first kind of element that an account

of structures must give: a specification of the places available for other entities to occupy

within that structure. This is a quantitative characterization of the structure of recognition,

67 I am following Michael Thompson’s language here (Thompson, “What is it to Wrong
Someone?”).
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and we should not underestimate its importance: it is essential to the structure of recognition

that, in quantitative terms, two places be made available for recognizer and recognizee

respectively. When, for a particular recognitive structure, these two positions are filled by

two distinct agents, it is clear that such a recognitive structure is directly inter-agential

or social.68 If it is the case that this kind of recognition is a constitutive feature of agency,

then agency itself is constitutively social insofar as it involves standing in this kind of social

structure.

These two poles of a recognitive structure are agent-poles (to use againMichaelThompson’s

terminology).69 By this, I mean that, in a successfully established recognitive structure, the

entities occupying these two poles are agents. This is a type-restriction on these positions

within the recognitive structure. The recognizee is properly recognized as an agent and

the recognizer, in bestowing that recognitive status on the recognizee, acts as an agent.

We can add some fineness of grain here by specifying the agential sub-types of recognizer

and recognizee: while both the recognizer and the recognizee are agents, relative to the

specification of the recognitive structure itself, the recognizer is relatively more active (in

recognizing) and the recognizee is relatively more passive (in being recognized).70

68 A reader may object here that, even if the structure itself has two positions, the same
entity can reflexively hold both of those positions. I will deal shortly with this complica-
tion.

69 Thompson, “What is it to Wrong Someone?”
70 Wemay be tempted to say that the recognizer is in the agent place and the recognizee is in

the patient place. While I think that this is technically true, it seems to me that deploying
such language here would likely obscure more than it clarifies: in the context that we
are considering, the recognizee is being recognized as an agent. Thus, to characterize the
recognizee—who is being recognized qua agent—as a “patient” seems obscuring.
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3.4.1.1.2. The Recognitive Relation

We should also specify the arrangement of the recognizer and the recognizee with relation

to each other. At a minimum, the recognizer recognizes the recognizee. This is a directed

relation in two senses. First, the recognizer’s recognition is directed toward the recognizee

as the target of recognition. That is, the recognizer has to recognize someone. There is not

some relation of un-directed recognition (e.g., “I recognize you” properly specifies the two

agent-places whereas “I recognize” is incomplete because it leaves the recognizee’s place

blank). Second, it is directed in terms of a from–to direction: it is recognition from recognizer

to recognizee. As noted, in the context of the recognitive structure itself, the recognizer

is relatively active (in virtue of doing the recognizing) whereas the recognizee is relatively

passive (in virtue of being recognized). In its initial appearance here, the recognitive relation

from recognizer to recognizee looks to be unidirectional or asymmetrical: it flows from one

agent-pole (the recognizer) to another agent-pole (the recognizee). We can represent this

unidirectional representation from A to B as R→(A,B).

In additional to a unidirectional recognitive relation, there is also a mutually recognitive

relation. When R→(A,B) and R→(B,A), then A and B mutually recognize each other: R↔(A,B).

As I will argue, the only kind of recognitive relation that can serve as an adequate solution to

the problem of the normative is a relation of mutual recognition. Robert Brandom has argued

that there are three formal features that a relation of mutual recognition has: symmetry,

transitivity, and reflexivity.

The symmetric nature of the mutually recognitive relation is easiest to see: a relation of

mutual recognition is characterized by when the two agent-poles both recognize each other,
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and so the relation is symmetrical. The argument for the transitivity of mutual recognition

holds that, if A and B stand in a relation of mutual recognition, they do so because they

recognize each other as recognizers.71 To recognize someone as a recognizer is to recognize

them as an agent who is able to determine whom to recognize. If A did not recognize B’s as

a recognizer, then A and B could not stand in a relation of mutual recognition, as then only

B would recognize A but A would not recognize B. For A to recognize B as a recognizer is

for A to recognize the normative authority of B’s judgments concerning whom to recognize.

When A and B stand in a relation of mutual recognition, it turns out that this means that A

recognizes B’s normative authority to recognize A. Of course, this authority extends beyond

B’s recognition of A: if A recognizes B as a recognizer and B recognizes C, then A recognizes

C. This is because A has already committed to acknowledging the normative authority of B’s

recognition, and, thus, B’s recognition of C as a recognizer has normative authority for A.

While the initial recognitive relation is dyadic, the transitivity of recognition allows for

polyadic recognitive structure. For example, following from transitivity, if A and B stand in

a relation of mutual recognition and B and C stand in a relation of mutual recognition, then

A and C also stand in a relation of mutual recognition.

A set of examples here may help to clarify this. Suppose that layperson A recognizes

medical student B as a medical authority: whatever B thinks counts as medical knowledge, A

will take B’s determination of that as authoritative. Suppose that B recognizes a professor of

medicine C as a medical authority, such that whatever C thinks counts as medical knowledge

B counts as medical knowledge. In virtue of this normative epistemological chain, it turns

71 See below for more detail on recognitive statuses.
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out that whatever professor of medicine C determines counts as medical knowledge will

count as medical knowledge for layperson A via medical student B. Amay not know C or

even know of C, but still C’s determination of medical knowledge count as normatively

authoritive for A because of A’s recognition of B. I think that this is a fairly intuitive example

of a chain of recognition of normative authority.

Let’s suppose that we change the example some. Suppose that B and D are both medical

students of professor C, and that they each count C’s determination of who is a good medical

student to be authoritative. Let’s suppose thatC counts bothB andD as goodmedical students:

in virtue of C’s determination, B should count D as a good medical student and D should

count B as a good medical student. So B and D should count each other as good medical

students. In other words, in virtue of B and D each recognizing C’s normative authority to

recognize who counts as a good medical student, they recognize each other as good medical

students. So, then, we have a form of mediated mutual recognition.

Now a concern may arise here: what if B and D don’t know each other? In that case,

how can they “recognize” each other as good medical students? In the way that I am using

the term “recognition” here, I mean recognition in terms of a commitment to normative

authority, not as, say, a perceptual object in awareness. Even if B and D don’t know each

other or even know of each other, then they can still “recognize” each other in the sense

that, were they to be aware of each other and C’s determination that they both count as

good medical students, they would be committed to each other counting as good medical

students. From this pair of examples, we can generalize the point: if B and D both recognize

C as a recognizer, and C recognizes both B and D as recognizers, then both B and D are
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committed to recognizing each other as recognizers. Even if B and D do not know each

other or know of each other, they have this commitment in virtue of their recognition of C.]

These polyadic recognitive structures, when sufficiently numerous, for a recognitive web or

background. Different paths in these polyadic webs can be called recognitive chains. When

the recognitive web or background is sufficiently dense, it may not, in fact, be possible for a

recognizer to keep track of each discrete node that the recognizer in fact recognizes. In the

context of sufficiently thick recognitive webs, this must give way to a recognitive presumption,

such that a recognizer rationally ought to presume that they stand in a recognitive relation

to another individual as a node in the recognitive web.

There may be two concerns here. First, we may worry that A can gerrymander A’s

recognition of B in order to block transitivity. For example, perhaps A might say, “I will

recognize you as a recognizer of me but not as a recognizer in general.” If so, it would seem

that A recognizes B’s recognition of A but not B’s recognition of C. The problem with this

maneuver is that A’s gerrymandered recognition is not sufficient to solve the problem that

A faces and for which recognition is a solution. We will discuss this at more length in

the diachronic recognition section, but, for now, we can put the point like this: when A

gerrymanders the recognition of B as a recognizer, B’s recognition of A is hollow. When A

denies B’s recognition of those other than A, A denies B’s normative authority to recognize

them, but, at the same time, A relies on granting B the normative authority as a recognizer

for B’s recognition of A to count. Thus, A falls into a contradiction by both recognizing and

refusing to recognize B’s authority on arbitrary grounds. Gerrymandered recognition, then,

is not a promising avenue to block transitivity.
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Second, we may also worry about transitivity generating further contradictions about

recognition. Suppose that A recognizes both B and C and that B recognizes D while C

does not recognize D. It would look like A is committed both to recognizing and not

recognizingD. Thus, if this is licensed, it would seem that transitivity generates a recognitive

contradiction. It would seem as though someone recognizes two referees, each of whom

declares the opposite team the winner of the championship. To resolve this concern, we

need to recall that, in this context, we have in mind a specific sort of recognition: meta-

normative recognition of an agent as someone within the space of reasons. That is, this

involves recognition of someonewho, as Brandomputs it, is “able to take a normative stand on

things, to commit oneself, undertake responsibilities, exercise authority, assess correctness.”72

This meta-normative recognition takes places within a dialectical and dialogical space of

reasons. For example, A can ask B and C for their reasons regarding the recognition (or

non-recognition) of D. These struggles over recognition are not static conflicts, but rather

they get resolved developmentally and dialectically by the working out of reasons between

agents who recognize each other.

From symmetry and transivity, as Brandom notes, we can get reflexivity: if A recognizes

B and B recognizes A, then, per transitivity, A recognizes A. We may think that this is a

rather roundabout way for A to secure self-recognition. After all, can’t A just recognize A

without B’s help? As we already saw in chapter 2, this is the sort of problem that landed us

in the Kantian Paradox. As we will see in §3.4.2, partial attempts to resolve it—such as A

demanding recognition from B while at the same time withholding recognition from B—are

72 Robert B. Brandom, “The Structure of Desire and Recognition: Self-Consciousness and
self-Constitution,” Philosophy and Social Criticism 33, no. 1 (January 2007): 147.
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unsatisfactory and will collapse on themselves.

From this, it follows that reflexive self-recognition is possible but only in an indirect,

mediated way. The important consequence of this is that, if recognition is a constitutive

feature of agency, then agency is constitutively social: for A to secure self-recognition, A

must recognize someone other than A who recognizes A.

3.4.1.1.3. Recognitive Statuses

When a recognizer A recognizes a recognizee B, A recognizes B as having a certain recognitive

status C.73 For example, we can recognize someone as a friend, as a student, or as a person.

There are two kinds of recognitive statuses that I will discuss: sortal and evaluative. A sortal

recognitive status recognizes one of the agent-poles as a sortal kind (e.g., a student, friend,

agent, and so on) whereas an evaluative recognitive status offers recognition in terms of an

evaluation or an appraisal of one agent-pole (from the other) in terms of standards applying

to the relevant kind.

73 Here I am drawing some on Heikki Ikäheimo’s analysis of recognition in “On the Genus
and Species of Recognition,” Inquiry 45, no. 4 (December 2002): 447–62, where Ikäheimo
adds C and D to an analysis of recognition. This is only part of Ikäheimo’s analysis. For
Ikäheimo, there are two components to recognition: (1) A takes B as C in D and (2) B
recognizesA as a relevant judge concerningC inD. Ikäheimo provides a detailed account
of what constitutes this recognitive taking, C, andD, drawing heavily onHonneth’s views
about recognition in terms of love, respect, and esteem as dimensions (D) of personhood.
While I think that Ikäheimo’s account is powerful, for my purposes at this point, I want to
only draw on the abstract shell of his analysis in terms of some elements of the language
“as C in D.”
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3.4.1.1.3.1. Sortal Recognitive Statuses

Recognitive statuses according to which we recognize an entity as a individual of a certain

kind can be labeled sortal recognitive statuses. A sortal, as David Wiggins puts it, is a “concept

that gathers up a class of things that survive certain sorts of change, come into being in a

certain specific way, tend to be qualified in certain specific ways, and tend to cease to be in

certain specific ways.”74 For example, the sortal concept person includes what kinds of change

a person can (or cannot survive), how a person comes to exist and ceases, and how a person

is characterized (e.g., individuated, counted, identified, etc.) as a person. A sortal, to put

it more familiar terms, is a concept that involves a set of constitutive features for a being,

becoming, and remaining (or ceasing to remain) an individual of a kind, and to bestow a

sortal recognitive status upon someone is to recognize them as meeting those constitutive

features for the relevant kind.

While there are many proposals for how we should understand sortal concepts, Wiggins

offers a helpful activity-based approach: “grasping a sort is grasping a mode of activity.”75

By this, Wiggins means that a sortal concept depends on a concept that “determines either

a principle of activity, a principle of functioning or a principle of operation for members of

its extension.”76Thus, for something to fall under the extension of a sortal concept, it must

meet a principle of activity, functioning, or operation. For example, knife is a sortal term and

knives have a principle of functioning (cutting) that belong to members of its extension. For

74 David Wiggins, “Sortal Concepts: A Reply To Xu,”Mind and Language 12, nos. 3-4 (May
2007): 414.

75 Wiggins, 414.
76 DavidWiggins, Sameness and Substance Renewed (Cambridge: CambridgeUniversity Press,

2001), 72.
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a sortal recognitive status, we can draw an analogy to Wiggins’ account of sortals: when we

bestow a sortal recognitive status on someone, we are recognizing them in virtue of the mode

of activity (as determined by the principle of activity, functioning, or operation) appropriate

to the specified kind.77

While this may initially sound unimportant or trivial, the consequences are significant:

to extend a sortal recognitive status to someone is to recognize that they belong to a kind

constituted by a kind of activity, function, or operation. For constitutivists, it is important to

be able to connect the constitutive features of a kind to the normative features, and Wiggins’

account of sortals helps us build that bridge: insofar as a sortal is constituted by a certain

kind of activity, function, or operation, we can evaluate instances of that kind based on how

well they perform that activity, function, or operation.

A second consequence of an activity-based view of sortal recognitive status is that, when

we recognize someone in virtue of the kind of activity that they are performing (e.g., when

we recognize a chess-player as a chess-player in virtue of that chess-player taking part in

the activity of playing chess), this recognition will fall within the jurisdiction of agency. 78

Recognition as a chess-player is not entirely separate from recognition as an agent. Recognition

according to a certain role or identity (e.g., chess-player) that is defined by performing a

certain kind of activity through a series of actions (e.g., making chess moves) is ipso facto

77 In a memorable remark on Aristotle’s similar view, Aryeh Kosman quipped that “there
is nothing that is human that is what it is independently of being human” (Kosman,The
Activity of Being).

78 To be clear, this is not to say that all recognitive statuses are agential in this way. For
example, I could recognize someone as a cordate in virtue of them having a heart but
having a heart is not itself an agential activity that they perform.
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recognition of them as an agent.79

3.4.1.1.3.2. Evaluative Recognitive Statuses

A second kind of recognitive status is an evaluative (or appraisive) one.80 For example, suppose

that I recognize you as a good pianist, or as a good professor, or as a good human being. In these

cases, I am not simply recognizing that you are a pianist, professor, or human being, but

I am offering a positive evaluation or appraisal of you as that kind of agent. This involves

recognizing you in terms of how well you perform the characteristic activities (or function or

operation) of that kind of thing.

In these cases, the relevant kind is what Judith Jarvis Thomson calls goodness-fixing kind.

A goodness-fixing kind is one for which “what being a [kind] K is itself sets the standards

that a K has to meet if it is to be good qua K.”81 To evaluatively recognize someone as a

good instance of a kind is to do so in a way that depends upon the constitutive features that

figure in sortal recognitive statuses discussed above. Likewise, to offer sortal recognition

to someone is often not normatively neutral: if the kind through which sortal recognition

is bestowed is a goodness-fixing kind, then the sortal recognition implies or grounds a set of

evaluative standards that apply to the recognizee in virtue of being an instance of that kind.

What we have seen so far, then, is that recognition requires the specification of a recognitive

79 By analogy, I can categorize different birds as finch subspecies and, in doing so, I am
ipso facto categorizing them as birds.

80 There is a similarity here with Darwall’s division of respect into two kinds: recognition
respect and appraisal respect. Appraisal respect is “a positive appraisal of a person, or
his qualities” while recognition respect consists in “a disposition to weigh appropriately
in one’s deliberations some feature of the thing in question and to act accordingly”
(Stephen Darwall, “Two Kinds of Respect,” Ethics 88, no. 1 [October 1977]: 36–49).

81 Thomson, Normativity, 21.
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status, which can be sortal or evaluative. If the recognitive status involves a goodness-fixing

kind, then we see bidirectional links from sortal recognitive statuses to evaluative recognitive

statuses: in this context, (1) extending a sortal recognitive status to someone will be linked

the evaluative standards for that kind, and (2) offering an evaluative recognitive status will be

grounded in the constitutive features of the sortal kind.

Recognitive statuses are important because they help to mark recognition out as distinct

from mere awareness. For example, while we may have a basic awareness that someone is

in the room with us, this is not sufficient to recognize them: to recognize them, we have to

recognize them as something. Recognitive statuses, then, are conceptually mediated.

3.4.1.1.4. Recognitive Contexts and Domains

The next two structural recognitive features are a recognitive context and recognitive domain. By

a recognitive context and domain, I have in mind the background against which a recognitive

status is bestowed. This context varies de se et de nunc with the recognizer. Contextual

variation may include different historical, social, or institutional settings. It may also include

the pragmatic purposes that a recognizer has for recognition. A recognitive domain is the

domain over which recognitive statuses are assigned by the recognizee. While it is possible

for the domain to be composed of an arbitrary set, it is often contextually restricted more

narrowly in terms of relevance. For a recognizer A to recognize B as status C in domain D

involves A picking out B as a member of subset DC of D where DC = {x ∈ D | Cx}. A subset

formed from the difference between D and DC is often the contrastive subset for DC.
82 For

82 This may be a set equal to the difference of D and DC or it may be a subset from that set.
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example, suppose that my context for recognizing someone as a chess-player is the local coffee

shop. In this case, I may have very relaxed standards for what counts as playing chess (e.g.,

once or twice every few months) whereas, if my context is a chess championship, I may count

someone I formerly recognized as a chess-player as a mere dabbler. Different recognitive

contexts may have different standards for what counts as an entity of a certain kind or for

what counts for a positive evaluation of an individual of that kind. These recognitive contexts

may vary according to either the recognizer or the recognizee’s context, or both.

For example, let us consider the recognitive status agent. The term agent may vary in its

extension depending on its context of use. In a very wide sense, certain computer programs or

automatamay be considered “agents.” In another narrower sense, perhaps only self-conscious,

rational, intention-forming, and action-performing human beings count as “agents.” The

recognitive contexts and domains for each of these vary. In the former case, the standards

for agent may be relaxed and the relevant domain considerably more expansive (including,

e.g., computer programs). In the latter, the standards will be higher and the recognitive

domain will be more restricted to those human beings who may (or may not) meet the criteria

for agent. Consider, as an example, an attempt to determine whether or not a person with

severe dementia should be considered an agent or not: in the very thin sense of agency

according to which a computer program can be an agent, that individual may count as an

agent. In that case, there are relaxed standards and a wide domain such that entrance into

agenthood is easier and the contrast class of non-agents is broad (e.g., simple computer

programs). However, consider a legal context where we are trying to assess whether or not

that individual with severe dementia lacks sufficient agency such that they need to be placed
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in a guardianship and their assets in a trusteeship. In that case, the standards for agent will

be higher, the recognitive domain narrower, and the contrast class pointing to a different

subset (e.g., those human beings who are close to being autonomous or self-directing but

who are not). In this case, we may properly ignore the possibility that the individual with

severe dementia is an agent in the first case because that is not a relevant domain.

The contextual variability and domain relativity of recognition is important for consti-

tutivism. In chapter 2, we saw that the problem of the normative arises in the context of a

specific sort of recognitive challenge between agents concerning normative authority. What

I want to suggest here, then, is that the relevant domain of recognition has its boundaries set

by this problem. When we are considering the domain of recognition for the status of agent

in the context of a constitutivist theory, we can reasonably restrict our scope to those agents

for whom the problem of the normative arises and exclude from our scope those for whom it

does not arise. This is not a post-hoc gerrymandering of the recognitive domain. For example,

consider our earlier example of whether or not computer automata are agents: in that context,

we can suppose that we have, say, a computer scientist who is attempting to determine solve

a theoretical problem (or make a theoretical advance) by determining whether or not certain

automata are properly classified as agents. Likewise, in our case, we are attempting to solve

a specific problem concerning the establishment of normative authority: it would be odd

if in attempting to solve this problem, which only arises for certain agents, we expanded

the domain such that it had an extremely wide scope and included entities for whom the

problem of the normative got no grip.

In the discussion of the polyadic structure of recognition above, I noted that pair of
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dyads can create dense recognitive webs where each node of the web stands in a mutually

recognitive relation to each other node in the web. Where it is unknown if an individual is a

member of a recognitive web, it can be rational to make a recognitive presumption that the

individual is in fact a member of that recognitive web and to treat that individual accordingly.

These recognitive webs and those who are presumptively included will often form the default

set for a recognitive domain. When individuals enter into and exit out of a recognitive web

(as we do when we are born), that web and the recognitive domain can sustain themselves

and grow over time.

3.4.1.1.5. Recognitive Mode

The last structural feature is what I will call a recognitive mode. By a recognitive mode, I have

in mind Hegel’s famous tristinction between (i) universality, (ii) particularity, and (iii) indi-

viduality and how kinds of different recognitive responses fit these different distinctions.83

A recognitive mode is a way of responding to a recognizee that is fitting for the recognizee

considered in the terms of universality, particularity, or individuality.84

One way to think about a recognitive mode is in terms of what Ikaheimo calls “dimen-

sions of personhood.” For Ikaheimo, there are three dimensions of personhood and these

correspond to three kinds of recognitive attitudes: (i) particularity and love, (ii) autonomy

83 For example, see GeorgWilhelmFriedrichHegel,Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences
in Basic Outline: Part I: Science of Logic, ed. and trans. Klaus Brinkmann and Daniel O.
Dahlstrom (1830 (Third ed.) Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 234–41, 162–5
and Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right.

84 A recognitive mode is distinct from a recognitive domain insofar as we can have coex-
tensive recognitive domains but variations in terms of how a recognizer appropriately
responds to each member of that domain.
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and rights, and (iii) singularity and esteem.85 To recognize someone in their particularity,

according this schema, to respond to them with love; to recognize someone in their singu-

larity is to respond to them with esteem; and to recognize someone in their autonomy and

hence universality is to respond to them as the subject of rights. Ikaheimo’s schema is one

example of how we might pair responses to recognizees and universality, particularity, and

individuality.

3.4.1.1.6. Articulating the Inter-Agential Structure of Recognition

We are now in a position to articulate the inter-agential structure of recognition. Recognition

is a structure that involves two agent-poles—a recognizer and a recognizee—and a recog-

nitive relation that binds them together. In a stable recognitive structure that successfully

establishes normative authority, this recognitive relation will be a mutual one between each

agent-pole. Thus, each agent-pole will both be both a recognizer and a recognizee. From

this relation of mutual recognition, we saw that the symmetry, transitivity, and reflexivity of

recognition emerges. Self-recognition is possible only though mediated recognitive relations

with others. Likewise, while recognition is initially a dyadic structure, these dyads can

combine to form dense polyadic recognitive webs, where nodes are united through chains

of recognition. When sufficiently dense, these webs can form a background that serves to

ground a recognitive presumption on the part of a given recognizer within the web: others are

presumed to be part of the recognitive web and granted appropriately authority on that basis.

Finally, recognition is not recognition simpliciter, but rather it takes the form of recognition

85 Ikäheimo, “On the Genus and Species of Recognition,” 452ff.
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as a recognitive status in a recognitive domain and under a recognitive mode. The recognitive

status takes has two varieties: sortal and evaluative. Evaluative recognitive statuses are,

for goodness-fixing kinds, grounded in sortal recognitive statuses. A recognitive domain

specifies the relevant individual for potential inclusion in recognitive relations. Our default

recognitive web and hence domain is that which we enter into in our concrete historical

situation. Finally, there is the recognitive mode, according to which we respond to a member

of a recognitive domain in terms of their universality, particular, or individuality—such as

through love or the recognition of their rights.

3.4.1.2. Recognition’s Intra-agential Structure

In the previous section, I focused on the inter-agential structure of recognition. In this

section, I want to offer a brief account of the intra-agential structure of recognition. To

stand in a recognitive structure with other agents requires recognizing those agents. Such

recognition is an activity or a practice, but it is one that requires intra-agential elements, not

mere behavior.

In intra-agential terms, recognition is a kind of meta-normative stance that a recognizer

takes with respect to a recognizee. That is, when I recognize you as an agent, I take the meta-

normative stance toward you that you are a subject of normative statuses, such as ascriptions of

accountability and responsibility. To recognize someone is, as Brandom puts it, “to take her

to be the subject of normative statuses, that is, of commitments and entitlements, as capable

of undertaking responsibilities and exercising authority.”86 In recognizing someone, then,

86 Brandom, “The Structure of Desire and Recognition,” 136.
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we do not merely see them as another object but as a subject. For example, we see them as

someone who can take reasons as reasons and who can understand practical and normative

meanings as practically and normatively significant.

In taking this meta-normative stance toward you, I orient my deliberations concerning

you in a particular way. For example, StephenDarwall, in distinguishing between recognition

respect and appraisal respect, holds that recognition respect is “a disposition to weigh appro-

priately in one’s deliberations some feature of the thing in question and to act accordingly.”87

While Darwall here is talking about recognition respect specifically, I think that his point

holds for recognition more generally: to recognize a recognizee as an agent involves taking a

practical, meta-normative stance with respect to that agent in terms of the weight that such

a recognizee has within one’s deliberation.

This deliberative weight is granted to the recognizee because of, as Robert Pippin terms

it, a kind of “rational acknowledgment” of the recognizee.88That is, the recognizee is seen as

worthy of such recognition because the recognizee can be held to meta-normative norms

of self-determination. For example, in recognizing a recognizee through a meta-normative

stance, we take the attitude toward that recognizee that they can be asked to provide a reason

to justify their actions.

InThe Second-Person Standpoint, StephenDarwall offers an account of what he calls Fichte’s

Point. Fichte’s Point, on Darwall’s reading, is that when I make a normative second-personal

address to you as an agent (or, in Fichte’s terms, a summons) I am presupposing a certain

sort of competence on your part to direct yourself according to the reason that I give you in

87 Darwall, “Two Kinds of Respect,” 38.
88 Pippin, Hegel’s Practical Philosophy, 185.
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my address. When an addresser attempts to give a second-personal reason to an addressee

through second-personal address, the addresser “presumes…to direct an agent’s will through

that agent’s own free choice”89 To hold you accountable for complying with my demand,

I have to presuppose that you really do “have reasons (indeed, conclusive reasons) to do

what [you] are morally obligated and accountable for doing.”90 And so the addresseemust be

second-personally competent to recognize and act on those reasons. One way to think about

this, Darwall mentions, is in terms of reactive attitudes. In P.F. Strawson’s terms, I have to

regard you as a participant who is the apt object of my reactive attitude, and you really must

be capable of understanding that my reactive attitude is one that I hold in response to the

quality of your will. Darwall holds that “reactive attitudes are ‘forms of communication”’

and “without the presupposition that their objects can understand what is being said and

act on this understanding” they are “simply unintelligible.”91 Suppose, for example, that a

rock falls on my foot: I know that the rock has no will and ability whatsoever to take up any

demands I would issue it, and so it is not an apt target of second-personal address.

Darwall insists that second-personal relations are relations of reciprocal recognition, and

that second-personal reason giving is a relationship of reciprocal recognition in a rational

setting.92The addresser and the addressee, Darwall holds, “must be mutually aware of [their]

second-personal relating.”93We saw above that this must be the case for the addressee, as

otherwise the addressee could not plausibly comply with demands that she is issued. The

89 Darwall,The Second-Person Standpoint, 245.
90 Darwall, 94.
91 Darwall, 75.
92 Darwall, 39ff.
93 Darwall, 44.
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addresser, Darwall contends, must also have a second-personal perspective on the addressee,

and this is because the addresser “must be able to see [the addressee] as responding (more

or less rationally) to [the addresser’s] address[.]”94 Recall that the addresser, in issuing a

second-personal demand, attempts to direct the addressee’s will according to the second-

personal reasons that the addresser provides. If the would-be addresser does not have the

capacity to recognize that another has the capability to freely and rationally act on second-

personal reasons, then, on this view, it will be impossible for the would-be addresser to issue

a successful address. Similarly, if the addresser is incapable of recognizing and acting on

reasons, then it looks like it will be difficult, if not impossible, for the addresser to act in

such a way that directs the will of another in accordance with reasons.

We should distinguish the stance or attitude of recognition from mere awareness. For

example, Darwall provides an example of “two dogs [who] lock gazes” and who “eye each

other with caution, eagerness, or hostility.”95These dogs, Darwall says, do engage in a “form

of mutual awareness” but this is not awareness that is “second-personal in our sense.”96

Neither dog, Darwall says, addresses the other dog and certainly not as a person.97 For

mutual awareness to be recognitive in our sense, each participant in the relationship must

have “a set of higher-order attitudes: I am aware of her awareness of me, aware of her

awareness of my awareness of her, aware of her awareness of my awareness of her awareness

of me.”98This rich set of attitudes, Darwall claims, just is not something that the dogs who

94 Darwall, 44.
95 Darwall, 39.
96 Darwall, 40.
97 Darwall, 40.
98 Darwall, 43.

255



are locking eyes have.

To go further than this, we can draw on Brandom’s account of robust recognition. Not

only is there a second-order, iterative awareness between robust recognizers, but, according

to robust recognition, I recognize you as a recognizer. That is, I see you not merely as a subject

who can have a subjective take on things, but I see you and recognize you as a subject who

has the normative authority to recognize others.

3.4.2. A Diachronic Perspective on the Structure of Recognition

In the previous section, I offered a synchronic account of the structure of recognition. This

synchronic account involves the recognizer and recognizee as well as recognitive relation,

status, domain, and mode. In this section, I want to turn to a diachronic account of the struc-

ture of recognition. To do so, I will first offer a methodological justification for approaching

the structure of recognition in a diachronic way. I will then turn to how recognition di-

achronically and dialectically develops a structure over time and through different social

relations.

Why offer a diachronic account of the development of the structure of recognition in

addition to the above synchronic account? This approach may strike some as an interesting,

but ultimately irrelevant, historical curiosity: how recognition happened to contingently

take shape, they might argue, has little bearing on its necessary conceptual structure and,

at best, either realizes or fails to realize that necessary conceptual structure. Indeed, this

might seem especially true from a constitutivist perspective: if we are interested in the

constitutive features of agency, then we should be interested in those features in virtue of
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which agents are agent and this should be deducible a priori (and perhaps analytically) from

the very concept of agency itself.

This methodological approach, while understandable, is ultimately misguided. As noted

in chapter 1, it relies on three assumptions—conceptualism, formalism, and absolutism—

which may be questioned. As we saw in chapter 1 and §3.4.2, the diachronic development of

a concept with its concrete existence makes the idea of that concept dynamic. If so, then

attempting to offer a priori analysis of a concept (such as recognition) without taking into

account its dynamic historical development is likely to be, at best, incomplete and, at worst,

positively misleading. Likewise, as noted in §1.5.6, we need not offer formal derivations

from a concept to a normative standard, but rather we can ground normative standards in

concepts as they are realized through concrete shapes, relations, institutions, and so on, over

time. By offering a diachronic account of the development of recognition, we can see new

relations of grounding that open up to us. Finally, as noted in §1.6.3, we can offer a pluralist

account of the constitution of agency instead of an absolutist one. A pluralist account of

agency looks at our form of agency. Some, such as Lavin, hold that this is a species-form,

but we should also not discount the structure and form of agency that we inhabit due to our

sociohistorical location. If the development of recognition and hence the development of

agency does indeed provide such a form, then it will be important to offer an account of it so

that we can ground its normative features in its constitutive ones.

In chapter 2, we compared two differing accounts of the Expulsion from the Garden of

Eden as metaphors for the problem of the normative. We may recall that Kant, in offering his

account, held that this conjectural history was “the first history of human beings” wherein
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“the departure of the human being from the paradise which reason represents to him as

the first abode of his species was nothing other than the transition…into the condition of

freedom” and that this history of freedom “is the work of the human being.”99 Kant holds that

such a conjectural history is useful to each individual person because each one of us can

imagine ourselves in the position of Adam and Eve and making the same fateful choice.

While I think that Kant is correct that an analogy to these conjectural histories can show

us something important about what we would have done, I would also like to suggest that

we take such conjectural histories seriously in the historical sense. By this, I mean that the

expulsion of Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden did represent (at least within the terms

of the Bible) a beginning of the human history east of Eden. Indeed, this history does not end

with the expulsion from the garden, but rather it beginswith it. Likewise, if we take the social

interpretation of the expulsion seriously as an analogy for the problem of the normative, the

history of agency does not end with the story of the expulsion from our metaphorical garden

and into the condition of freedom, but rather it begins with it. To understand the story in

full, then, requires paying attention to how that history develops over time and what new

constitutive and normative features emerge during that development.

To be lessmetaphorical, the reason to give a diachronic account in addition to a synchronic

one is because there are explanatory gaps in the synchronic account that can be remedied by

a diachronic account of the development of the structure of recognition. For example, when

discussing mutual recognition, I noted that a synchronic account of the necessity of mutual

recognition (instead of merely unidirectional recognition) was unlikely to be satisfactory.

99 Kant, “Conjectural Beginning of Human History,” 168, 8:115.
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This is because it is unclear that we could predict (much less necessary guarantee) such a

development from the bare concept of recognition itself. Rather, we see it in hindsight after

the failure of different attempts to impose unidirectional recognitive structures. We can

explain the further development of the structure of recognitionmore lucidly by understanding

how these early attempts failed and why they failed.

The aim of a diachronic approach is to show how recognition developed as a concept

dynamically across its different shapes. For example, by paying attention to how different

unidirectional recognitive structures failed to establish normative authority in response to

the problem of the normative, we will see why mutual recognition is a necessary aspect of

a stable recognitive structure. Furthermore, various normative features of agency, as we

will see, may be grounded (if not derived) in aspects of recognition’s diachronic development.

These varying shapes of the development of recognition will help to ground developing forms

of agency, which, following a pluralistic methodology will be normatively necessary for those

within them.

In giving an account of the development of the diachronic development of recognitive

structure, we canmake a distinction between three senses of structure: quantitative structure,

structure as form, and structure as shape. The quantitative structure is the articulation of

the positions, arrangement, and type-restrictions on the structure. The structure as form

involves a specification of the formal principle of the structure. For example, above we

saw that mutual recognition was not immediately part of the initial quantitative structure

but that it added formal elements (symmetry, transitivity, reflexivity) to that quantitative

structure on a principled basis. Finally, there is a sense of structure as shape, which is how
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the quantitative and formal aspects of the structure develop and realize the concept of the

structure in concrete ways.

In the synchronic section, I developed what we might call a basic recognitive structure with

a recognizer, recognizee, recognitive status, domain, and mode. In that section, I noted

how the basic recognitive structure was dyadic: between recognizer and recognizee. This

dyadic structure can become polyadic through the transitivity of mutual recognition, for

example, whenA and Bmutually recognize each other, B andCmutually recognize each other,

and C and Dmutually recognize each other. Basic dyadic structures, then, get embedded

into polyadic structures. When sufficiently dense, these polyadic recognitive structures

are recognitive webs. So far, then, these would be elements of the quantitative and formal

structure.

3.4.2.1. Sociohistorical Recognitive Structures

3.4.2.1.1. Diachronic Embedding and Agential Racheting

In addition to a synchronically-embedded recognitive structure (e.g., polyadic webs), there

are also diachronically-embedded recognitive structures. We might think of a diachronically-

embedded recognitive structure as a recognitive structure with a history. Such histories may

involve nodes being added to or removed from the structure, new relations developing among

the nodes, new statuses, domain extensions, or even different articulations of recognitive

modes being developed. The diachronic embedding of recognitive structures is significant

insofar as the recognitive chains depend on the history of the recognitive relations between

varying nodes.
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Diachronically-embedded recognitive structures occur concretely throughout history.

In this way, diachronically-embedded recognitive structures can be said to take on structure

as shape. By this, I mean that they not only exhibit a synchronic embedding of the basic

dyadic recognitive structure or a realization of the formal structure of mutual recognition,

but that they are concrete articulations and re-articulations of these relations and principles

as a form of life. For example, certain recognitive forms may get codified in various kinds

of relationships, institutions, or organizations. These diachronically-embedded recognitive

structures will, given their historical nature, build upon or modify their antecedents, and,

in turn, they will provide scaffolding for future articulations or rearticulations of their own

shapes.

There is a form of ratcheting in the development of agency. We can explain that racheting

in part by reference to these diachronically-embedded recognitive structures. Agents within

these diachronically-embedded structures cannot stand outside of them: rather, they may

react (even negatively) against them or further support or develop them. But, in any case,

agents here are historically situated andhow they navigate thesewebs (and formnew relations)

will click the ratchet forward.

One worry (perhaps from an absolutist constitutivist) focuses on the price that it looks

like it must be paid for this conceptual dynamism: if the concept of agency (as well as its

constitutive and normative features) morphs into various shapes as agency is actualized in

existence, how could there ever be stable and binding norms (applying universally to all

agents) that emerge from or are grounded in agency as a concept?

If the concept of agency is shifting over time, then it seems that its scope will vary: some
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entities will count as agents at one time that would not count as agents at another. There are

two counter-intuitive implications to this. The first is moral. Suppose that recognition is

a constitutive feature of agency yet, at points in history, certain people were not properly

recognized as agents. To deal with such concerns, we may appeal to immanent critique and

draw out the deficiencies, failures, and inconsistencies that an actual form of life had with

its own concept of agency. This is one route that we will see people like Axel Honneth take

when discussing recognition, and we will grapple with such worries as we progress through

each constitutive feature.

Another aspect of the scope worry is that, if the scope of who counts as an agent changes

as the concept of agency develops sociohistorically, then this implies that the extension

of agent is not consistent in its universality. If this is so, then it appears that this version

of constitutivism will be unable to ground the universal bindingness across all agents that

constitutivism aims to have as a theory. One way to respond to this kind of worry is by

articulating a version of developmental ratcheting for the concept of agency. In my account of

the problem of the normative, I noted that the problem of the normative is something that

develops out of specific configurations and histories of structured social relations. Once this

problem emerged, it both allowed and practically required us to fundamentally transform

our self- and social relations. This is a kind of developmental ratcheting: once agents are

transformed as agents through these kinds of social relations, they develop a new and socially-

mediated self-relation as a self-conscious agent, and, once that self-relation is established, a

new form of agency emerges. This kind of ratcheting means that it is not possible to simply

restore or return to an earlier form of agency unmodified. 2
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Failing to notice the developmental ratcheting (or sublation) of forms of agency (or shapes

of consciousness) can cause serious interpretative and theoretical problems. For example,

consider Alexandre Kojève’s reading of Hegel in which the struggle to the death and the

interaction between the master and slave are fundamental. What Kojève failed to notice,

as Robert Williams has argued, is that “master/slave is a Gestalt [shape] of consciousness

that ends in sheer violence” but that it does not “exhaust the possibilities inherent in the

concept of either recognition or freedom” (such as love).100 In other words, the dynamism at

work between the concept of agency and its actuality causes a developmental ratcheting that

allows us to move beyond mere violent struggle in our recognitive relations.

In §2.3.1.1, we saw that Matthew Boyle made the distinction between two theories of

human rationality: additive and transformative. For Boyle, rationality was not some module

that was just added to human beings but it was rather something that transformed our

self-relations. On Hegel’s account, recognitive relations are not merely neutral developments

with respect to our reason. Rather, through subsequent developments initiated by that

initial chain of conflict, we can come to develop reflective forms of life. “Forms of life,”

Pinkard explains, “become reflective forms of life…when they develop practices for reassuring

themselves and affirming (or failing to affirm) that what that form of life has come to count

as an authoritative reason for belief or action really is an authoritative reason.”101 What

Hegel correctly saw, then, was that what this kind of sociality was about was not mere brute

struggle, but it was about establishing and recognizing normatively authoritative standards

100 Robert Williams, Hegel’s Ethics of Recognition (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1997), 11.

101 Pinkard, Hegel’s ‘Phenomenology’, 66.
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for what counts for a reason. In doing so, we transform ourselves in a fundamental way as

self-conscious agents: we see (potential) reasons as reasons (or not), why they are (or are not)

reasons, and we come to view ourselves as determining what those reasons are. Once we are

so transformed, there is no going back. To use an earlier allegory, we have driven ourselves

from the Garden of Eden and our history stands at its entrance as a flaming sword.

In §1.6.3, we encountered the notion of different forms of agency. Lavin’s point was

that it is unnecessary to establish that agency as such is inescapable, but rather that an

agent is bound to the form of agency that they inhabit. Lavin argued for an Aristotelian

picture, according to which we are bound to a specifically human form of agency. Now I

don’t think that it is entirely right that we must be bound to exactly our form of agency. If it

were, then we could not transform our agency in the way that we have seen above that we

do. Rather, when we transform our form of agency, we do so on the basis of what reasons

may count for us (i.e., us in terms of a form of life) at the time. For example, we initially

perceive the world teleologically and in a primitively normative way: our instincts and desires

automatically give us reasons. We slowly learn that the voice of nature may not always satisfy

us immediately, and we learn better what means are better associated with our desires. Then

we are challenged by others to defend our pretense to normative authority, opening up both

a new self-relation and desire along the way. Out of this, there is a developmental chain of

struggle and recognition that follows. At each of these stages, we can retrospectively see

how the transformation occurred in terms of the reasons that were available to us given our

form of agency at that time.

The significance of this point is that agency may continue developing into different forms.
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Yet, even so, this does not imply that a given form is escapable in any which way. Rather,

as Charles Taylor notes (see §2.3.3.1.1), the reflective form of life constitutive of a form of

agency forms a horizon or a background through which reasons are intelligible and through

which we must understand ourselves. Now I want to save the full story of this account for

chapter 4, but what I want to highlight here is how this impacts the problem of the normative.

We find ourselves in the middle of a form of life with a certain conception of agency and

this form of life constitutes the normative background against which we must exercise that

agency. This shapes the way that we face the problem of the normative: we do so from within

these forms of life and through certain conceptions of agency. The problem of the normative,

then, will not simply be something that is settled after a few early struggles over recognition.

Rather, it will be something that we must constantly continue working out for ourselves.

As we develop and articulate our self-conceptions as agents in the context of others who

we recognize as similar agents, we will continue transforming agential forms of self- and

other-relations.

Thus, when we ask from the first-personal perspective, “What ought I do?” the I here

cannot be taken as strictly singular. Rather, insofar as our agency is bound up in this on-going

process of self-constitution and re-self-constitution, these on-going recognitive relationships,

and so on, any time that we ask “What ought I do?” we are also asking “What ought we do?”

We are asking ourselves this question on the basis of the normative authority that we have

thus far established through social and recognitive relations.
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3.4.2.2. Moments in the Diachronic Structure of Recognition

For the diachronic account of the structure of structural transformation that are particularly

important. For the first three moments in the structure of recognition, we can see the

limitations and failures of those initial structures and their inadequacy in establishing a

basis for normative authority between agents. However, even though these initial cognitive

structures fail, that does not mean that they are nonetheless unimportant. By contrast, they

give us a way of understanding our contemporary structure of recognition, developmental

racheting, and why mutual recognition is constitutive of agency.

3.4.2.2.1. Proto-Recognition

The first moment for the structure of recognition that I want to discuss is a proto-recognitive

structure between nonhuman animals. In a proto-recognitive structure, nonhuman animals

are aware of each other and signal their desires to each other and respond to those signals.

However, they do not respond to those signals in terms of recognition as such or in terms of

normative authority as such. One good example coming from Bekoff and Pierce involves

dogs.102 Dogs have a desire to play with each other, and they engage in a play ritual which

consists, in part, of bowing to each other in a special way. Other dogs can notice this bow as

a signal of the other dog’s desire to play and can respond to it by engaging in playful behavior.

For Bekoff and Pierce, these cooperative signals, such as play bows, help to establish species-

specific normative standards: a good dog will be one who appropriately responds to signals

102 Mark Bekoff and Jessica Pierce,Wild Justice: The Moral Lives of Animals (Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 2009), chap. 5.
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like play bows by engaging in the behavior is called for while not-as-good dogs will not

engage in this cooperative behavior (they may in fact act aggressively with respect to the

other dog). On Bekoff and Pierce’s view, being able to notice and respond to cooperative

signals from other conspecifics is how standards are established for non-human animals.

I think that what we can notice here is even though dogs do not respond to each other in

terms of full-fledged recognition, such as seeing each other in terms of the concept of agency,

there is a kind of responsive awareness that characterizes the dogs’ interactions with each

other and we can think of this as a form of proto-recognition.

Earlier, in my discussion of the structure of consciousness of nonhuman animals and

the reasons that they have, I noted that human animals can have reasons but they do not

see these reasons as reasons. That is, there is a kind of primitive normativity that applies to

nonhuman animals in virtue of what is good for those nonhuman animals as the species they

are. Proto-recognition between nonhuman animals may be an important source for what is

good for those nonhuman animals. For example, for dogs, proto-recognition is a way that

dogs can realize a good that is specific to their species, such as cooperatively playing with

each other, and so they have a reason to appropriately notice and respond to the signals that

other dogs give out of a desire to cooperatively play with each other. However, they do not

see these reasons as reasons: they still retain their primitively normative form where other

dogs show up just as to-be-played-with. Likewise, when a dog engages in proto-recognition, it

notices and responds to signals from other dogs but it does not recognize those dogs under

recognitive status in terms of a concept or in terms of normative authority of those dogs as

such. While there may be mutual proto-recognition, such as when dogs play with each other,
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this does not transform the structure of the consciousness of the dogs into anything like

self-consciousness.

Why is proto-recognition important for understanding the diachronic development of the

structure of recognition for us as the kind of human beings that we are? First, we can notice

that there is a sort of primitive normativity that applies to a species in virtue of the social

structure of that species. For example, there is a kind of primitive normativity that applies to

dogs in virtue of the social structures associated with playfulness between dogs and we can

evaluate members of that species in terms of whether or not they adequately participate in a

social structure in a way that allows members of that species to act on the reasons that they

have. As I will discuss in the chapter on self-constitution, we can see proto-recognition in

terms of a cooperative behavior that allows members of that species to constitute themselves

and reconstitute themselves. For example, by being able to notice and respond to other dogs

through proto-recognition and cooperative play, dogs are able to take advantage of a robust

social structure that allows them to survive as members of that species.

What thismeans for us as human beings is that we can notice and conceptualize retrospec-

tively the very early stages of proto-recognitive development of human beings in primitively

normative terms. For example, consider the case of two islanders: our two islanders do not

as such recognize each other as agents, conceive of their reasons as reasons, or see normative

authority as normative itself. However, they can notice and respond to cooperative signals

given by the other islander and, in retrospect, we can see that responding to the signals in

a cooperative way is what allows human beings to engage in self-constitution as a species.

Cooperative behavior among human beings is what allowed for us to survive as a species in
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evolutionary terms.

At a primitively normative level, we can see that noticing and responding to cooperative

signals is a way that human beings, even if they only stand in proto-recognitive relations,

can constitute themselves in terms of a primitive form of agency. For example, the islanders

can notice and respond to signals for cooperative behavior that allows them to better survive

as agents on the island by helping each other. What this means is that we can evaluate the

behavior of human beings in this situation—that is, where cooperative behavior is available

only through proto-recognition—in normative terms based on the form of agency that those

human beings can exercise at that time. For example, we can explain why islanders, if they

refuse to cooperate, are behaving in a way that is normatively defective: by refusing to

engage in cooperative behavior, the two islanders are undermining their ability to constitute

themselves as effective agents and to survive and reconstitute themselves as members of

the species. This is not to say that the islanders themselves can recognize their behavior

in these terms but rather that we can retrospectively apply the standards to them from the

conceptual resources that we have developed over time.

3.4.2.2.2. Early Recognitive Failures

After the level of proto-recognition, we have fledgling attempts to establish recognition

in a unidirectional form. However, as Hegel points out, these early attempts to establish

recognition in a unidirectional way are failures.103 Hegel articulates these failures in terms

of two moments: first, there is a failure in terms of a struggle to the death, and, second, there

103 For this, see Hegel,The Phenomenology of Spirit, § B.IV.A., ¶¶ 178–196.
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is a failure in terms of the dialectic of mastery and servitude. I will briefly describe each

of these moments and explain why, as Hegel notes, they show that unidirectional attempts

to establish recognition will fail. After this, I will develop the significance of these two

moments in terms of the broader structure of recognition in relation to agency.

The first early recognitive failure that we see is in terms of a struggle to the death.104

Hegel’s idea here is that, when there is a unidirectional demand for recognition from each of

a pair of challengers, these demands are not possible to satisfy jointly. Each challenger wants

the other to recognize the challenger as a normatively authoritative agent but the challenger

does not recognize the other on those terms. The challengee refuses to do so and issues a

similar challenge in turn. However, one challenger is willing to stake everything on this

demand for recognition, including their life. When this occurs, there is a struggle to the

death between the challengers over this irreconcilable set of demands for recognition.

Because the challengers are both finite living creatures, the stakes of this challenge involve

their continued existence: as long as both of the challengers exist and refuse to acquiesce

to the demands of the other, then each demand for recognition goes unfulfilled. Because

one of the challengers must die, there is no chance that there could be a form of recognition

established thatwould secure normative authority or fulfill one of their desires for recognition.

When the challenger dies, this means that, although the first challenger indeed proves that

they are more strongly committed to what they view as normatively authoritative, there is

no recognition of them as an agent who has determined for themselves and independently

104 Although this may initially strike readers as dramatic, we can recall that, at these early
stages, we are dealing with merely conscious life whose function is to maintain itself
and reproduce. See chapter 4 for an extensive discussion of Hegel’s view of life.
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what in fact is normatively authoritative. Likewise, the desire that challenger had initially

for recognition continues to be unfulfilled. Thus, in this first moment, we see a dynamic of

risk and sacrifice for the sake of recognition, but recognition cannot be secured at this point

in its diachronic development.

In the next stage of the diachronic development of recognition, we see that the challengers

move beyond a struggle to the death. As Hegel famously points out, what happens when

the challengers move beyond a struggle to the death, there emerges a dialectic of mastery

and servitude.105 In the first stage, we see one of the challengers sacrifice their life, while, in

the second, we see one sacrifice their freedom to preserve their life. When one challenger

is not willing to die for the demand for recognition, that challenger submits as a servant to

the other challenger’s demand for recognition. That is, the challenger who submits—the

servant—recognizes the authority of what the other challenger—the master—demands in

terms of the unidirectional recognition of normative authority. It may appear initially, as

Hegel points out, that the master has succeeded in securing the demand for recognition. But,

not surprisingly, this is not the case. As Pinkard points out, there are a number of “luxuriant”

dialectical complexities here: while the master has hoped to be recognized and truly affirmed

as an independent, self-determining agent, it turns out that the master is dependent upon

the servant for recognition. The master had hoped not to have to recognize the servant but

in order to secure the recognition master once it turns out the master must depend upon

recognizing the servant’s normative authority to recognize the master. Thus, we can see that

the master is caught in a dialectical contradiction: at once, the master does not recognize

105 The translation here varies, of course.
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the servant as normatively authoritative but, at the same time, the master depends upon

the servant’s recognition as normatively authoritative. The servant comes to realize that the

master is in fact dependent on them for recognition and, in terms of normative authority,

they are much more powerful than they had initially thought.

What we see here is that a unidirectional demand for recognition is likely to get caught

up in numerous dialectical contradictions. That is, the one who demands unidirectional

recognition—to be recognized without recognizing others—in fact must tacitly recognize

those by whom he or she demands to be recognized. The recognitive structure of the mas-

ter/servant relationship turns out then to be unstable. There are two options for how it can

proceed. First, the master can proceed in the demand for recognition while attempting

to refuse recognition to the servant—continuing on with the demand for unidirectional

recognition. In this case the recognition offered by the servant to the master is normatively

inert: the master does not recognize the servant’s recognition and, in refusing to recognize

the servant’s recognition, is unable to secure what the master had initially hoped to secure

through the demand for recognition. The second option is that the master can recognize the

servant, but in recognizing the servant as a recognizer, the master can no longer continue

to think of the servant as a servant. In recognizing the servant as a recognizer, the master

extends normative authority to the servant is a self-determining independent agent who

can settle what counts as normatively authority. But, in doing so, the master must accord

to the servant the same normative authority which the master wants to accord to himself.

From this, we can see that the master/servant dialectic either destroys itself because of the

unstable structure of the recognitive demands, or it must develop into a different kind of

272



recognitive structure. In the latter option, what happens is that out of the master/servant

relationship and the unidirectional demand for-mutual recognition, we see a structure of

mutual recognition that emerges.

3.4.2.2.3. Mutual Recognition

In this next step of the diachronic development of the structure of recognition, the structure of

mutual recognition emerges. In the earlier two steps, we saw that there was a struggle for the

death and the death of one of the challengersmeant that the kind of recognition that was both

desired and necessary for establishing normativity could not be secured, or, in the case of the

master/servant dialectic, we saw that the recognitive structure would destroy itself through

the instability resulting from unidirectional demands for recognition. Thus, the recognitive

structure must develop into a mutually recognitive one if it is to overcome the master/servant

relationship. In a relationship ofmutual recognition, as seen above, the recognizer recognizes

the recognizee and the recognizee recognizes the recognizer. Neither form of recognition

can be unidirectional: each agent must recognize the other agent as able to determine what

counts as normatively authoritative. When both of the participants recognize the other as

normatively authoritative in virtue of being a self-determining independent agent, they are

able to establish a relationship of normative authority between each other. That is, each of

the participants is seen as a source of normative authority of being able to give reasons to

the other one but the other one is also seen as a source of normative authority and being

able to give reasons to the other participant. This means that no other participant is able to

exclusively determine what counts as normatively authoritative. Rather, to work out what
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is normatively authoritative, the two agents must work together to establish a common

normative authority.

This mutually recognitive structure between the participants allows them to secure both

the recognition that they each desire as independent, self-determining agents as well as

to practically establish authority between each other. First, each agent is recognized by

the other agent as an independent, self-determining agent. However, as we have seen this

recognition cannot be unidirectional. In order for this recognition to work, each agent

must willingly recognize the other agent is also an independent, self-determining agent

and a source of normative authority. In the Kantian paradox, we saw that one method of

attempting to establish normative authority comes through autonomy: the reason that a

principle is binding upon an agent, according to this view, is because it is self-imposed, and,

if a principle is self-imposed, then the agent must necessarily acknowledge that principle

is normatively authoritative. However, we saw there that the agent is unable to secure this

normative authority all by themselves. By contrast, in a structure of mutual recognition, we

see first that normative authority is indeed self-imposed: each agent willingly recognizes

the other agent as a source of normative authority, and thus each agent is willing to impose

upon themselves the normative standards that emerge through the dialogical interaction

between the two agents.

We can put this point in terms of the space of reasons. In a structure ofmutual recognition,

each agent sees both themselves and the other agent as a source of reasons. However, neither

agent is able to fully determine for themselves what counts as a reason; rather, they must

engage dialogically with the other agent and work out together what will count for a reason
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for them. Because the agents are committed to recognizing each other in this way, they are

also committed to recognizing the normative authority of the reasons that emerge from the

dialogical interaction together. As we will see, this is extremely important for agency. If it

is constitutive of agency that agents act for reasons and reasons are established through a

structure of mutual recognition, then it is constitutive of agency to stand in such structures

of mutual recognition. Without standing in a structure of mutual recognition, it would not

be possible for a would-be agent to count as an agent because that would-be agent is cut off

from the space of reasons, such that potential agent’s behavior cannot count as action.

We can see here that there are number of resulting modifications of the inter-agential

recognitive structure. We start with proto-recognitive relations and these transform into

challenges regarding independence for recognition. In the early stages, these demands for

recognition are unidirectional and, in being unidirectional, result in stable structures that are

unable to fulfill either the agents’ desire to be recognized as an independent, self-determining,

autonomous agent who is a source of normative authority or to establish normative authority

between the two agents. At each stage of the diachronic development of the structure of

recognition we can see that there is a progression to a further stage. In a previous section

I discussed what I called developmental ratcheting. Development of ratcheting occurs

when there is a development from one stage to another that progresses the structure of the

relationship forward such that it cannot be reverted to its earlier state. We can see such

developmental ratcheting above: once the two agents are able to jointly establish authority

between each other on the basis of mutual recognition, they were able to develop past the

earlier developmental stages of recognitive structure: that is, they no longer must engage in
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a struggle to the death for recognition nor do they see the master/servant relationship as a

possible way to secure recognition authority for each other.

3.4.2.3. The Recognitive Web

This initial moment of the mutually recognitive structure sets up the early structure of

normative authority. However, we can see that, given the formal properties of recognition,

mutual recognition is likely to quickly spread beyond the initial two agents. One of the formal

properties of recognition that we saw earlier from Brandom is transitivity. The recognizee

recognizes the recognizer as a recognizer, and this recognition is a recognizer cannot be

limited to the recognizee. If it were only limited to the recognizee, it would be a form of

unidirectional recognition, which as we have seen above, results in an unstable recognitive

structure that ultimately collapses under its own weight of internal contradictions. The

transitivity of recognition allows for the development of polyadic recognitive structures. For

example, when A recognizes B as a recognizer and B recognizes C as a recognizer, then A

recognizes C as a recognizer in virtue of B’s recognition of C. This transitive relation of

recognition can be repeated indefinitely.

One concern here may be that there could be contradictions in transitive relations. For

example, a person may recognize two other people and these two other people may have

contradictory views about the recognition of an additional person. It would seem then, if

recognition is transitive, that the initial recognizer is committed to a contradiction. However,

I think that this may ignore the dynamic nature of recognitive relations. As we have seen,

recognitive relations can develop over time, and it is through these dynamic recognitive
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relations that the space of reasons can emerge and develop. When there is a conflict in the

recognitive status regarding a particular entity, those in the recognitive web can give reasons

for recognizing or declining to recognize that entity as an agent. That is, when the initial

recognizer recognizes two other recognizers who conflict in the potential recognition of an

additional party, the initial set of recognitive relations among these recognizers implies that

they recognize each other as able to exchange and adjudicate reasons among each other. That

is, the initial set of recognizers sets of standards for the space of reasons and what counts as

a reason. When they are in this recognitive web, they are able to give and exchange reasons

dialogically. When a conflict emerges, this conflict can no longer be settled, as we’ve seen,

through brute force, but rather, because there are already recognitive relations established, as

recognizers, they must work out their disagreements by exchanging reasons in determining

among themselves what counts as a reason in the case of recognition of additional party106

But here those in the recognitive web must again be careful: they need to specify the

terms of recognition such that they themselves are included in those whom they recognize

and are recognized. Thus, they need to have principled grounds for excluding those who

are not recognized. If they did not have such grounds and principles for inclusion, the

recognition that they extend to each other would be the arbitrary but, as we have seen above,

there are problems with arbitrarily gerrymandering recognition so that only a select few

recognized. Thus, when thinking about whether or not to extend recognition to another

potential entity, the existing recognizers must appeal to reasons and standards they have

concerning recognition.

106 For a view that draws on discourse ethics for a version of constitutivism, see Borman,
“Going Social with Constitutivism.”
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We can preview the significance of the polyadic structure recognition for normativity.

First, the polyadic structure recognition gives rise to a wide, perhaps universal, jurisdiction

over agents, at least agents of the relevant sort, as we have discussed. As we saw above

concerning the structure recognition one of the significant aspects of recognition was a

recognitive domain. The polyadic web that develops over time with various different kinds

of agents or candidate agents for inclusion in the sets this domain. That is, as recognitive

relations well up and multiply through transitive recognitive relations, the initial polyadic

web expands. This expansion of the polyadic web means that more and more entities will be

included either as recognized agents within the web or as potential candidates for inclusion

within the recognitive web. Out of this historical development and expansion of the recogni-

tive web, we can see that the domain for recognitive relations can be set. One of the reasons

that this is significant is that we have seen a historical expansion of the recognitive web over

time.

One worry here is that there may be various non-overlapping jurisdictions: each form of

agency has its own norms and standards that do not apply to the other forms of agency. First,

we may have worries about this as a concept of agency. If there are different forms of agency

with overlapping jurisdictions, then this undermines our notion of what is special about

agency as, in the words of Luca Ferrero, “the enterprise with the largest jurisdiction.” This

worry is compounded by concerns about bindingness and escapability: even if I can’t escape

my form of agency, why can’t someone else, like the ultra-wealthy dodging taxes, simply

switch jurisdictions at will to avoid their pecuniary obligations to the rest of us? Another

worry involves the specifically moral domain. For example, Richardson has argued that the
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“Hegelian way of conceiving of the moral community” which “emphasizes the psychological

and constitutive role of concrete and specific human communities” is “unpromising as a

strategy for reconstructing the idea of the moral community.”107The reason for this is that the

moral community must include all individual persons, as contrasted with sociohistorically

contingent communitieswhich “embrace only a subset of those persons boundbymorality.”108

In answer to such worries, we can note that there is an important epistemic upshot to

the ubiquity of this recognitive web. As the recognitive web expands via transitive dyadic

relations, the rational epistemic stance that a person should take toward other human beings

is that they are included within the polyadic recognitive web. If this is the default epistemic

stance toward others, then, in encountering those others in practical situations, wewill extend

our own recognition to them on the basis of this default epistemic assumption. That is, even

if we are not initially acquainted with someone, we will operate on the default epistemic

presumption that they are treated as though there within the recognitive web. Interestingly,

by extending this default treatment to them, we will tend to extend the normative status

of recognition to them unless there is a defeating reason that we have not to extend that

recognition to them.

Another important feature of this polyadic web involves the ubiquity and redundancy

of polyadic recognitive structure. A polyadic recognitive web contains multiple recognitive

relations connecting to the same node. What this means is that when one of those recognitive

relations is severed there are usually other recognitive relations to keep that node within

the recognitive web. This is significant, as we will see, for bindingness. Once an agent is

107 Richardson, Articulating the Moral Community, 64–65.
108 Richardson, 65.
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within a recognitive web as a node, it is difficult or perhaps impossible for the agent be

extricated from the web. As part of the web, other nodes within the web will be able to make

the relevant class of normative claims upon that particular agent.

I think it is helpful to conceive of the polyadic recognitive web as the normative back-

ground. First, the polyadic recognitive web, which develops and expands over time, as a wide

(and perhaps almost universal!) jurisdiction over the relevant class of agents (that is, the class

of agents based problem of the normative). Second, as we have seen there is ubiquity to the

polyadic recognitive web makes the default epistemic assumption that we should recognize

other human beings and, into doing, we come to in fact recognize them and extend the

recognitive web. Third, the recognitive web is robust: there is a redundancy to the polyadic

recognitive structure such that can survive additions and subtractions of nodes and relations

within the structure and continue to exist as a recognitive web this means that the polyadic

recognitive structure forms a normative background for all nodes within that structure.

What I want to suggest here is that the nature of the polyadic recognitive web helps us to

defeat skeptical challenges. When the would-be skeptic proposes to out out of the web, it

is more challenging than such a skeptic might imagine, given the density and robustness

of the network connections. For example, Micah Werner has argued that, even if there is a

possibility that a skeptic could find a way outside the points of the web such that they don’t

take themselves to be bound by reasons, the threat to the general normative structure would

be minimal.

As a normative background, we make normative judgments, exchange reasons, or hold

each other responsible, among other practices, we do so against the assumption that we are
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all members of this recognitive web and that the normative standards, which have developed

over time, will be binding upon us and unless we can provide sufficient reason why we and

others in recognitive web should no longer adhere to those standards.

At this point, I want to emphasize the importance of the historical development of

the structure of recognition. The recognitive web is not something that necessarily exists

by default. Rather, the recognitive web comes into being through concrete relations of

recognition that are extended between nodes in the web in historical time. Although the

recognitive web has a wide jurisdiction and a redundancy of recognitive relations, it may be

significant that the historical development of the recognitive web can influence the structure

of the immediate relations within the web. For example, there may be clusters in the web

where nodes are more closely related to each other in terms of recognitive relations than

they are to other nodes in different clusters of the recognitive web.

There are two points of significance to this. Thefirst one is that clusters within recognitive

web may develop different specifications of the normative standards from other clusters of

how to interpret a normative principle. Take the seemingly trivial example of politeness.109

Let us suppose that one aspect of recognition of other nodes in the web is responding to them

in appropriate ways and this response includes behaving toward them politely. Different

clusters within the recognitive web may have different interpretations of the standards of

politeness, and those standards may be binding on those members of the cluster because they

are able to enforce those standards through concrete relations with each other. That is, with

one member of a cluster engages in impolite behavior another member of a cluster, there is a

109 It’s not clear to me that it is trivial at the end of the day. See the discussion of li in
chapter 4.
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shared standard for what counts as polite behavior that members of the cluster can use to

normatively correct each other. A different cluster may have different specifications of what

counts as a reasonable standard for the interpretation of the principle of politeness. When

different nodes within these clusters interact, we may find that their specific interpretations

of the principle conflict. In that case it will be upon them to work out new standards for

what counts among them as polite, given the existing specifications of the relevant clusters.

Notice, however, that this is not up for infinite interpretation. Rather, it must take place

within the boundaries of what is established to be the basic contours of politeness for each

cluster.110

By understanding the structure of the recognitive web as linked clusters, each of which

may have different specifications of a given principle and which must, upon contact with

each other, work out new specifications of that principle, we can explain how different

clusters offer substantial and determinate normative content to the nodes within this clusters

while at the same time offering a helpful perspective on the robust social bindingness of

agents to that normative content.

3.4.3. You’re It! Avoiding Recognitional Tag

One possible worry with the account that I have given so far is that it relies on what Pinkard

has criticized as “recognitional tag.” Recognitional tag, Pinkard explains, is a conception

of the sociality of agency according to which you get to be an agent at all “only if you have

110 This is similar to the view of li given by Kwong-Loi Shun, “Ren 仁 and Li 禮 in the
Analects,” in Confucius and theAnalects: New Essays, ed. Bryan W. Van Norden (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2002), 53–72, which we will discuss in chapter 4.
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already been tagged by the appropriate other as ‘it”’ and, once you have been tagged as it,

only then are do “you get to tag someone else (‘recognize’ them).”111The problem with this

is, as Pinkard notes, is that it looks like it is “impossible to get off the ground since the

presumable first tagger already has to be tagged by someone else in order to be in a position

to play the game.”112

The recognitional tag approach, Pinkard argues, is one that we find in two prominent

accounts of the sociality of agency: Darwall’s second-personal Fichteanmodel and Brandom’s

Hegelian-inspired model.113 Darwall’s Fichtean approach makes the assumption that I must

posit another free, self-conscious agent with whom I stand in a relationship of mutual

recognition and, following such a posit, that other free, self-conscious agent must issue a

summons to me as a free, self-conscious agent.114 It is the assumption that these two free, self-

conscious agents always already voluntarily stand in this relationship of mutual recognition

is what, as Pinkard notes, turns this “into the odd game of recognitional tag.”115

For Brandom’s view, the problem may be a little less obvious, but, Pinkard argues, still

serious. As we have seen, Brandom understands agency in terms of normative and meta-

normative statuses, attitudes, and commitments—aspects of which I take up in my own

view of the synchronic account of recognition in the previous sections. The concern here is

with the transitivity of recognition that I discussed in the synchronic account of recognition.

111 Terry Pinkard, “Who Gets to Play Recognitional Tag?” (2020), 5.
112 Pinkard, 5.
113 However, whether Brandom’s ultimate view is closer to Hegel’s view or Fichte’s viewmay

not be as clear as even Brandom himself takes it to be, as I recall Terry once remarked to
me off-handedly during a seminar on German idealism a number of years ago.

114 Darwall,The Second-Person Standpoint.
115 Pinkard, “Who Gets to Play Recognitional Tag?,” 7.
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Mutual recognition, as Pinkard describes Brandom’s view, occurs when “one recognizes

another as possessing the authority to administer one’s concepts, and the other does the

same.”116 Brandom places this, as Pinkard notes, within a historical development, which

would seem, in distinction from Darwall’s Fichtean picture, to avoid a “closed circle” of

recognitional tag. However, Pinkard argues, the problem still applies to Brandom’s account.

The reason for this, he explains, is that Brandom’s view, like the Fichtean view, is built out of

a series of “concatenations of such individuals encountering and confronting each other” and

that, for these concatenations, “the I-You relation must be prior to the I-We relation.”117 By

building the sociality of agency out of these I-You relations instead of I-We relations, Pinkard

notes, Brandom’s view turns out to be more Fichtean than he had hoped. Thus, Brandom’s

view, as Pinkard puts it, turns into a game of recognitional tag because “the recognitive

dyads out of which he builds his whole have to have the authority to build that whole, and

outside of the game itself which, as it were, authorizes them to play, they do not have it.”118

If Darwall’s and Brandom’s accounts sociality of agency both turn into a form of recog-

nitional tag, then is there a way to avoid this problem while still holding a social view of

agency? Pinkard holds that we can find such an account in Hegel’s view.119 Pinkard’s move

here is to question the basicness of recognition in place of practices. According to this view,

what agency involves is “a dyadic structure of agents who are the agents they are by virtue of

participating in the practice”120 and this practice is “an apperceptive we,” which is, in Hegel’s

116 Pinkard, “Who Gets to Play Recognitional Tag?,” 12.
117 Pinkard, 13.
118 Pinkard, 14.
119 That is, Hegel’s view on Pinkard’s interpretation, not Brandom’s!
120 Pinkard, “Who Gets to Play Recognitional Tag?,” 13.
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famous phrase, “the I that is We and the We that is I.”121 So, then, where does recognition fit

with regard to the practice? The practice and the apperceptive we, on Pinkard’s model, are

not preceded by an act of mutual recognition in which the agents first recognize each other,

become agents, and then participate in the practice, but, rather, recognition is an activity that

takes place within the medium of the practice itself.122 Thus, on this view, it is the practice

and the establishment of the apperceptive we that must “precede the more determinate forms

of inter-personal recognition that the idea of a game of recognitional tag is getting at.”123

Thus, it seems that one potential problem with my own account of recognition as a consti-

tutive structure of agency is that it turns out to be a recognitional tag model. The irony here

is that, if this problem applies to my account, it applies because my account is too individ-

ualistic; that is, it would apply to my account because it is built up out of concatenations

of recognitive I-You dyads (composed of individuals) rather than giving primacy to a more

fundamental apperceptive we, as found in practices, where it looks like the latter is more

fully social than the former. Furthermore, such a problem, if it applies to my own account,

would be quite serious. For example, in §2.3.2, I criticized Korsgaard’s account as a form of

“bootless bootstrapping” and I suggested metaphorically that what we need to do is to “make

a few more boots available.” However, if the above criticism concerning recognitional tag is

applicable to my account, then all I have done is suggested that we put on our boots together

without actually supplying any!

121 Pinkard, 17.
122 Pinkard here puts it in terms of Geist: “Recognition, in the Hegelian sense, takes place

within the medium of Geist itself, that is, within the medium of the language as practice
and language as speech-act” (19).

123 Pinkard, “Who Gets to Play Recognitional Tag?,” 19.
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To respond to this potential problem, I think it may be helpful to approach it from

two perspectives: (1) in terms of practice primacy vs. recognition primacy, and (2) in terms of

a distinction between primarily second-personal (i.e., concatenations of I-You dyads) and

primarily first-person plural (i.e., apperceptive we) approaches. From the angle of practice-

primacy vs. recognition-primacy, I take it that the fundamental error that my account may seem

to make is in locating recognition as a constitutive (and hence preceding) structure of agency

rather than the constitutive structure being something like a a preceding participation in

practice through which the activity of recognition then occurs.

There are a few reasons why I think that it may appear thatmy account has such a problem.

First, in chapter 2, I couch my reconsideration of the problem of the normative in terms of

recognitive challenges between two islanders, which, as I argue in this chapter, is resolved

through their mutual recognition and their establishment of agency. It would seem, then,

that the approach is quite individualistic in a certain sense: two individuals confront each

other, create a normative problem, and then resolve this normative problem with bestowals

of recognition upon each other. Second, in terms of the development of my account of

recognition, I offer a discussion of the synchronic structure of recognition and then the

diachronic structure of recognition. The former is, as we have seen, rather close in parts to a

Darwallian account and is explicitly based on a Brandomian account in others.

My first line of response here is an ameliorating explanation of my argumentative strategy

with the problem of the normative and recognition. That is, what I want to say here is that

I think my view appears closer to the “recognitional tag” position than it is because of the

argumentative strategy and emphasis that I have pursued in earlier sections in virtue of taking
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a weakly social account asmy foil. For example, the reason that I have put the reconsideration

of the problem of the normative in the terms that I have (e.g., as involving two islanders) is

not because I take this to be the paradigmatic form or process of recognition, but because I

take it that, if a weakly social account of the problem of the normative and its resolution in

the reflective structure of self-conscious agency is going to work, then we should be able

to see how the problem occurs and may be solved in such isolated contexts.124 This leads

to an emphasis on the synchronic structure of recognition in the earlier sections of this

chapter.125 In contrast to this, how might we think about a paradigmatic (rather than counter-

example-based) view of the development of the problem of the normative and the process of

recognition? A more paradigmatic case, I take it, would involve situating us as agents within

a developmental framework where sociality is present from the beginning of our lives. For

example, Axel Honneth offers an account of recognitionwithin the context of love and human

development. Honneth notes that, “for Hegel, love represents the first stage of reciprocal

124 To be fair to the weakly social theorist, some concessions may be in order here involving
an “anodyne” account of the sociality of agency, such as language use. As I note in a
footnote to case 5 (see §2.4.1), I don’t think that this is a problem from my direction
of sociality: it is spotting the weakly social theorist some aspects of sociality and then
showing how, even on that assumption, a weakly social approach isn’t enough. Yet,
from a practice-based approach, perhaps I am wrong to make such a concession for
two reasons. First, it may be conceding too much to the weakly social theorist: if
language use is a paradigmatic practice through which we establish the apperceptive
we, then perhaps I would be allowing the weakly social theorist to smuggle sociality in
through the backdoor. Second, so the objection may go, it is possible that, in spotting
such concessions to the weakly social theorist, I am myself using those concessions to
smuggle in a different form of sociality which is prior to recognitive sociality. I will
discuss this in the main text shortly.

125 Axel Honneth has complained that Hegel’s theory of recognition and the development
of ethical life “never made it past the half-way point” because Hegel left it merely at an
“intersubjectivist reinterpretation of Hobbes’s doctrine of the state of nature” before
turning to his philosophy of consciousness. See Honneth, Struggle for Recognition, 67.
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recognition, because in it subjects mutually confirm each other with regard to the concrete

nature of their needs and thereby recognize each other as needy creatures.”126 Here Honneth

emphasizes that Hegel’s view encompasses not simply romantic sexual relations but also

“the affectional relationship between parents and children within the family.”127 As we see

children develop, however, further forms of recognition andmeeting the needs of others occur.

For example, Honneth points out, there is “the mutual maintenance of a tension between

symbiotic self-sacrifice and individual self-assertion”128 where, I take it, we see parents

meeting the needs of children not simply by providing material support and affectionate care

but by recognizing the growing role of independence of the child as an agent.129 While I do

not think that the fundamental point that I ammaking here—that recognition is constitutive

of agency—changes with this emphasis from what I have previously articulated, we do get a

different sense of how recognition may in fact be constitutive of agency in a more realistic or

paradigmatic way.

Aside from this, I should also note that I think my emphasis of the synchronic structure

of recognition prior tomy discussion of the diachronic structure of recognition may lead to

a sense that I am closer to the “recognitional tag” view than I in fact would like to be. On

126 Honneth, Struggle for Recognition, 95.
127 Honneth, 95.
128 Honneth, 96.
129 This is not to claim that Honneth’s perspective here is exhaustive or definitive of the

role of recognition in the establishment of normativity. For example, Pippin is critical
of Honneth’s view as being simply too limited to the realm of “psychic health” and
“psychological flourishing” to make sense of the more expansive view of the relationship
between recognition and normativity present in Hegel. See Pippin, Hegel’s Practical
Philosophy, 183. For a view critical of Hegel from a Confucian direction in terms of
recognition, trust, and family, see Alexei Procyshyn and Mario Wenning, “Recognition
and Trust: Hegel and Confucius on the Normative Basis of Ethical Life,” Dao 18, no. 1
(January 2019): 1–22.
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my diachronic understanding of recognition, we first see the development of recognition in

certain stages, with forms of proto-recognition (see, e.g., my discussion of proto-recognition

in animals with Bekoff and Pierce’sWild Justice) preceding recognition. I think that this,

too, may emphasize a different sense of recognition than the “recognitional tag” based one.

What I mean here is that, in cases of proto-recognition, we certainly see forms of activity

and awareness that is species appropriate taking place, and, out of such proto-recognitive

structures, we see recognition emerge through further interactions between agents. This

is a more gradual and developmental picture than of two islanders confronting each other.

I think that is helpful in the case of “recognitional tag” because it explains how there is

a certain background of activity and awareness in place against which recognition then

occurs.130

Even with the above two ameliorating points, the worry of “recognitional tag” may still

remain and the objection may continue that, despite softening the blow, I haven’t really

avoided the punch. To go beyond a mere ameliorating response, then, it will be helpful to

articulate how I conceive of the relationship between practices and recognition here.

I have argued so far that recognition is a constitutive structure of agency, but I have not

argued that it is sufficient for the constitution of agency, merely that it is necessary. (Indeed,

as we will see in the next chapter, I hope that there are other constitutive features of agency,

130 There is a possible complexity here added by my discussion of agency and developmental
ratcheting (see §3.4.2.1.1). The rough idea here is this: according to my developmental
ratcheting view, our understanding of the concept of agency evolves as the shapes of
agency click forward sociohistorically. The account of the structure of recognition as
constitutive that I give in my synchronic discussion of it occur from the perspective of
this series of developmental ratcheting. However, I don’t want to lean too heavily on
this point because I am unsure exactly how well it holds up in the context of my claims
about the constitutive structure of agency.
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such as self-constitution.) The force of the “recognitional tag” objection would be greater if I

argued for a sufficiency claim or a full constitutivity claim, but, instead, I have argued instead

of a necessity or partial constitutivity claim, and, instead of a full normative derivation view,

I have instead articulated a grounding view. This more modest set of views means that I do

not, in principle, have an objection to there being constitutive practices of agency in addition

to recognition as the constitutive structure. Yet, if this is so, then, the objection might go, why

not at least mention such possible constitutive practices, especially since they themselves

may be prior to recognition?

It may seem that, to answer this question adequately, I need to give a defense of recogni-

tion as primary rather than practices as primary. However, I think that this may misconstrue

the relationship between practices and recognition. Practices and recognition are not, on

my view, in competition for primacy with each other, but rather they depend on each other

in a fundamental view. For example, where Pinkard puts the point as recognition taking

place within a practice, my view is, at the very early stages, that practices and recognition

are co-constitutive of each other and that it is only as we proceed down the sociohistorical

road of normative sophistication do we have some sense of how they are separable.

To make this point less opaque, I think that we can put the point in terms of a distinction

between games andmere play. When discussing George Herbert Mead’s work, Honneth notes

that Mead makes a distinction between two levels of development in childhood: between

the first stage of simple play and the next stage of games. In play, Honneth explains, what

happens is that “the child communicates with himself or herself by imitating the behaviour of

a concrete partner to interaction, in order then to react in a complementary manner in his or
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her own action” whereas, in a game, “the maturing child to represent the action-expectations

of all of his or her playmates, in order to be able to perceive his or her own role within the

functionally organized action-context.”131 With the transition from simple play to games,

Honneth explains of Mead’s account, “the social norms of action of the generalized other

make their way into the practical self-image of the maturing child[.]”132 Following Bekoff

and Pierce’s discussion discussion of play in non-human animals (see §3.4.2.2.1), I think that

the first stage of play corresponds to mere proto-recognition, where there is some awareness

of another and some reciprocal imitation of behavior in social activity.133

By contrast, in games there is a recognition of another and, along with that, norm-based or

norm-guided activity. Part of engaging in a practice at all is having a sense of that practice

in terms of the norms of that practice, and, in order to do that, I think that we have to

recognize the normative authority that others have over us with regard to that practice. This

still remains too unclear, but perhaps we can bring this point out by recalling Anscombe’s

discussion of games and deontic modals (see §3.2.1.3).

Anscombe, as we saw, explained the force of deontic modals (such as those in games) in

terms of practices, the meaning of rules, and the force of necessity.134 The requiring that

131 Honneth, Struggle for Recognition, 77.
132 Honneth, 77.
133 For example, I think that Bekoff and Pierce’s discussion of a play-bow in dogs is illustra-

tive of this.
134 We saw that she put the point like this (Anscombe, “Rules, Rights and Promises,” 102):

But a learner may not yet have this idea: the rules of the game require…
Accepting it when told “You have to move your king, he’s in check”, is part
of learning that very concept: ‘the rules of the game require’. Requiring is
putting some sort of necessity on you, and what can that be? All these things
hang together at some early stage: learning a game, learning the very idea
of such a game, acquiring the concept of ‘you have to’ which appears in the
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is part of deontic modals (such as those in rules) involves “putting some sort of necessity

you.” Although Anscombe herself does not put it in terms of recognition, I think that we can

profitably do so.135 When we grasp the meaning of a rule in the context of the practice of a

game, part of what we are doing is grasping a certain practice of responding appropriately to

others in terms of deliberative weight. For example, one way of understanding the practice

of putting necessity on another and having necessity put on you is in terms of being part of a

practice in which one recognizes another as having a certain deliberative weight in demanding

compliance with the rules. To have understood the meaning of an expression such as “you

can’t move your king like that!” (and to hold that it is valid) is, in part, to be a part of a practice

in which we recognize the utterer of that expression and their ability within that practice

to put the force of necessity on us. In other words, practices involving deontic modals and

recognitive relations are bound upwith each other and are, in this way, co-constitutive of each

other. This is why, when I discussed Anscombe’s view and I emphasized her discussion of a

background of sociality—including customs, practices, and institutions—that I did not hold

it to be in competition with own position (i.e., as practice-primary vs. recognition-primary).

3.5. Recognition and Agency

In the previous sections, I have outlined the synchronic and diachronic structure of recogni-

tion in both intra-agential and, primarily, inter-agential terms. As I developed my account of

others’ speech, grasping the idea of a rule.

135 Because Anscombe herself does not put it this way, I want to be clear that here I am not
offering an interpretation of Anscombe herself on this point, although it may turn out
to be consistent with her broader view on closer inspection.

292



recognitive structure, I aimed to show how our agency is constituted by the development of

such recognitive structure.

In this section, I want to make explicit some of the elements of this conception of

recognition in relation to agency. We saw in chapter 2 that the problem of the normative

develops through dyadic and dialogical normative challenges to us. Such dyadic and dialogical

challenges, we saw, have the potential to cause a recognitive orectic split, sundering the unity

of (non-self-conscious) consciousness and its suturing to primitively normative teleological

structures in nature.

In coming to stand in a structure of mutual recognition, we see that there are important

transformations in the structure of our self-consciousness and of our agency. Prior to

the establishment of mutually recognitive relations, we desire to understand ourselves as

independent, self-determining agents whose determinations about what count as reasons for

us are authoritative. However, as we saw, it is not possible to establish this kind of normative

authority on our own in virtue of the Kantian paradox, nor is it possible to fulfill the desire

that we have to acquire a kind of meta-normative status as the kind of agent that we desire

to be.

In coming to stand in a mutually recognitive structure, however, this situation is trans-

formed in a number of ways. First, we find that, through mutual recognition, we have

affirmed and are able to affirm our self-conception as agents. This transformation in our self-

conception is not idle with respect to agency itself. It means that we now have the potential

to act on reasons as genuine reasons. That is, we are able to act on reasons as normative in

virtue of establishing a source of normative authority through mutually recognitive relations.
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We can compare this to Korsgaard’s account of how we come to act on reasons, for

example. For Korsgaard, the problem of the normative creates an internal split within us,

and, in order to act as agents, we have to reunify the parts of our soul through a decision or

choice based on the governance of reason. For the picture according to mutual recognition,

we do indeed have a first-personal reflective stance on our potential reasons, but we are not

able to pull ourselves up by our bootstraps. That is, in order to act on reasons, we must have

the possibility of successfully acting on reasons before us, yet, prior to the establishment of a

mutual source of normative authority that allows us to determine what reasons there are for

us and which ones are normatively authoritative, we do not have this option.

Anotherway to put this is in terms of the space of reasons. I take it that, for any conception

of agency, what an agent is is an entity that acts on the basis of considerations that agent

takes as reasons. Yet, prior to establishing a normatively authoritative space of reasons

through the recognition of each other as source of normative authority, we do not have the

genuine possibility of acting on such reasons. If so, then, prior to the establishment of the

space of reasons through mutual recognition, it is not possible for us to act on reasons or to

be agents at all.

We have seen above that recognition involves bestowing a meta-normative status on

another agent as an agent. It involve both taking andmaking that agent a subject of normative

ascriptions. When we think of agency as a site for meta-normative ascriptions, then we can

begin to see why recognition is constitutive of agency.

For example, consider what we can call theAuthorial Attributability of Action. According to
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this thesis, “it is essential to the concept of action that an action is performed by an agent.”136

That is, an action must be attributable to an agent as its author for it to count as an action at

all. There must be, in other words, an agent who is able to attach an “I do” to the action and

their own.137 Authorial attributability is what Korsgaard calls the “most important feature

of action.”138 A second related thesis is the what we can call the Unified Agency Thesis: “it

is essential to the concept of agency that an agent be unified.”139Why is this the case? To

be an author of an action, Korsgaard thinks, an agent must be able to see that action as “an

expression of my self as a whole.”140 If it were merely “a product of some force that is at

work onme or inme” then, she says, that would not count as my action. To be more precise,

Korsgaard says, action is “movement attributable to an agent as its author.”141 Korsgaard

holds that there is an essential connection between the attribution of movement(s) to an

agent as an action and that agent’s interpretation of those movements. There are various ways

that Korsgaard describes this interpretation: I need to see the action asmine,[160] movements

to which I can attach an I do.142

Yet how does this change when recognition enters the picture? On this point, Robert

Pippin gives a helpful description of Hegel’s position. On Pippin’s interpretation, an account

counts asmine only if it “make[s] a certain kind of sense to the agent.”143 Pippin explains how,

136 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 18.
137 Korsgaard, 18.
138 Korsgaard, 100.
139 Korsgaard, 18.
140 Korsgaard, 18.
141 Korsgaard, xi.
142 Korsgaard, 100. Although Korsgaard never even mentions Anscombe in Self-Constitution,

one cannot help but by struck here by the similarity between this sort of slogan and
Anscombe’s famous remark that “I do what happens.”

143 Pippin, Hegel’s Practical Philosophy, 5.
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for Hegel, this kind of sense-making is irreducibly social: the action, as mine, needs to “fit

in intelligibly within a whole complex of practices and institutions within which doing this

now could have a coherent meaning.”144 But, then again, how might this be distinguished

from Korsgaard’s account? After all, doesn’t Korsgaard say that we constitute ourselves as

agents under a practical identity (a description under which we value ourselves)? Pippin

thinks that, for Hegel, we need to separate out mere reflective endorsement from this kind

of practice- and institution-integrated intelligibility. It is possible for the agent to have

reflectively endorsed an action yet for that action not to really be mine in the case that the

action is “part of a practice that has either gone dead in a certain way, or requires of the

agent further commitments incompatible with others necessary within some form of life.”145

If this is right, then it will not be possible for an agent to have full ownership of an action

without these social sources of meaningfulness.

Yet, in addition to standing in relation to an action as mine, we need to be able to deter-

mine what was done and whether or not what was done is expressive of what was intended.

We may think that what was done in terms of an action just is what the agent intended, but,

as Pippin points out, this can’t be quite right. The reason for this, as Pippin notes, is that

“the proper act-description partly depends on the established context of deliberation and

action (what having this or that practical reason could mean in such a context) and partly on

what intention and what act-description are attributed to you by others.”146The content of

144 Pippin, Hegel’s Practical Philosophy, 5.
145 Pippin, 5.
146 Robert Pippin, “Hegel’s Social Theory of Agency: The ‘Inner-Outer’ Problem,” chap. 4 in

Hegel onAction, ed.ArtoLaitinen andConstantine Sandis (NewYork: PalgraveMacmillan,
2010), 63.
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this intention and the determination of what was done will be socially mediated.

What this means is that, in order for me to stand in the proper relations to my own actions

as an agent, I must stand in mutually recognitive relations with other agents. Absent this, I

will not be able to attach the I do to attach in any meaningful sense. The implications of this

are, of course, significant. If it’s the case that I cannot even determine what I have done or

take responsibility for my actions absent a mutually recognitive structure, then it will follow

that agency is strongly socially constituted by the structure of recognition. Furthermore,

given the nature of my relations to others within this recognitive structure, I must have an

openness to dialogical and dyadic normative engagement with them regarding my actions or

potential actions and their normative status.
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chapter 4.

the constitutive function of social self-constitution

Authoritative persons establish others in seeking to establish themselves
and promote others in seeking to get there themselves.

— Confucius, Analects 6.30

4.1. Introduction

In this chapter, I argue that as agents we have the constitutive function of self-constitution—

that is, of making ourselves into selves—and we can ground normative features applying

to us in terms of how well we perform this function. In addition to holding that we have

the constitutive function of self-constitution, I argue our performance of the function of

self-constitution is a strongly social activity. Throughout this chapter, I will return to three

themes concerning the sociality of our self-constitution: first, the sociality of its sources,

such as a rich sociohistorical background and etiology; second, its sociality in terms of the

activity of our self-constitution as an activity that involves taking a normative stand within a

social (and recognitive) structure; third, the sociality of the end of our self-constitution—our

selves as agents—as strongly social. By focusing on the sociality of self-constitution as a

constitutive function of agency, we can better understand why some important normative

features that apply to us as agents have both the content and binding force that they do.

Here is how this chapter proceeds. First, I offer an account of constitutive functions and

their relationship to normativity. The view of functions that I have will, in one sense, be
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relatively familiar from the Aristotelian tradition: a constitutive function essentially involves

the characteristic activity (or work) that entities of a kind do with respect to an end. When

those functions are constitutive of a kind, this conjunction of the activity and end makes the

kind what it is as a kind.

Second, I argue that the constitutive function of a kind should be understood etiologically

(in terms of its history) and contextually (in terms of its role within a system): why a kind has

the constitutive function it does depends on the etiological role of that function and how its

performance made it into the kind that it is within the relevant context (i.e., within the system

in which that function is operative). I will leverage this account of constitutive functions in

order to solve some problems facing non-etiological accounts of constitutive functions and

explain how the relationship between social self-constitution as our constitutive function

and normativity takes the shape that it does.

After this, I will turn to developing my account of self-constitution. I will begin with

the idea that life has the constitutive function of self-constitution because living beings are

made intelligible as living agents by their self-constitutive function. The initial argumentative

aim here is to show that, because we are a form of life and life has the constitutive function

of self-constitution, we have this function as well.

Yet, even so, we may wonder why don’t we simply constitute ourselves as “lower” forms

of life, presumably with fewer and less demanding normative standards (e.g., by indulging

our animal desires whenever we want). The reason for this is that our form of life is not

merely biological but rather involves a form of socially-mediated self-consciousness. In

service of this point of view, I discuss another paradox with respect to Christine Korsgaard’s
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constitutivism: the paradox of self-constitution, which holds that self-constitution is either

impossible or redundant. While I draw on Korsgaard’s response to this paradox, I contend

that her view cannot explain why we must constitute ourselves as the kind of agents that we

are, that is, as the form of self-conscious life that is relevant to the problem of the normative.

To do this successfully, I argue that we must explain how we constitute ourselves in social

terms.

From the concept of life as involving the constitutive function of self-constitution, we

enter the world of sociality and self-consciousness. While there is an important continuity

between our form of life and simpler ones, entering the world of self-consciousness through

our social relations is transformative for us in terms of our self-constitutive function. At the

first stage of our self-constitution, I argue that we have a self-conception, and that, through

the constitutive structure of recognition (see chapter 3), we are able to constitute ourselves

on the basis of this self-conception. Yet, I want to emphasize that we should be careful here

not to misunderstand this view as weakly social: our self-conceptions are strongly socially-

mediated by our relations with others. This essential social mediation of our self-conceptions

is necessary for our standing as agents.

However, self-constitution is not simply about self-understanding but it is about how we

make ourselves into agents in normative social space. At this point, I argue that there are

important problems with focusing on self-constitution from a weakly social perspective in

terms of practical identity. A weakly social view of agency in terms of practical identity, I

hold, cannot make sense of some of our most fundamental commitments, roles, and relations

in terms of their full normative force. Our self-constitution, once we take an etiological,
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contextual, and sociohistorical perspective on it, can be seen as often bound up with who we

are already constituted as, which sets the ground for our further self-constitutive activity.1

In addition to being constituted as selves, we are constitutive of our selves: who we are

involves taking such stands in social space and by positioning (and re-positioning) ourselves

relationally with regard to other agents like us. This kind of agential activity makes us

into who we are. Here I draw on the notion that social self-constitution involves taking on

commitments in normative social spaces, and these commitments form part of one’s position

within the recognitive web (as discussed in chapter 3). To draw out some of the normative

consequences of this, I show howwe can offer an alternative perspective on agential integrity

through taking a stand in social space.

I deepen these insights in a cross-cultural turn by unpacking the significant resources

of early Confucian philosophy. Early Confucianism, so I argue, has a robust and complex

account of the self, especially through notions such as ren, which is fundamentally based in a

strongly social conception of the constitution of personhood. What I suggest here is that the

Confucian picture gives us a nuanced view of relational co-self-constitution as human beings

enmeshed within a rich social context. I argue that self-constitution involves constituting

ourselves as ren, and that this is of a piece with the social framework articulated in previous

section. Based on the Confucian conception of ren, I hold that we constitute ourselves by

drawing upon our more specific roles, relations, and our cultural grammar of action/ (also

1 That is, we are already bound together with certain commitments and roles, and these are
the forms specific to each of us in terms of our particular self-constitution. I highlight
how a more thoroughly social picture does a better job explaining these than a weakly
social one. I draw connections here to views concerning the normative background of
our social self-constitution, and how these ineliminable sources of sociality are crucial.
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known as “ritual” or li, 禮).2 What is the payoff for making this turn to early Confucian

philosophy? First, in offering an account of the development of ren, we can see how we

progress from a simple form of human life (ren,人) to a self-conscious form of human life (ren,

仁) and the implications of this transition for self-constitution as our constitutive function.

Second, with a Confucian account of the relationship between ren and li (禮), I argue that

we can see how one establishes oneself (li,立) as a self within social space and on the basis

of social sources.3 Third, to put it in more familiar constitutivist terms, we see with early

Confucians that we perform the function of constituting ourselves as selves—that is, the

kind of agents we are (ren,仁)—by taking a stand (li,立) through our existing social sources

of meaning and cultural grammar of action (li,禮).

4.1.1. Climbing the Constitutivist Ladder

What this chapter aims to do, then, is to climb a constitutivist ladder. We begin at the

bottom with constitutive functions themselves, and I show that they should be understood

etiologically and contextually. We then look at life as intelligible in terms of self-constitution.

In the context of the problemof the normative, we can see that, as agents, we have a distinctive

2 It is sometimes thought that there could not be anything less constitutive of us qua agents
than our social roles, relations, and li. Indeed, later philosophers, such as the Mohists,
would launch scorching critiques of Confucians for their seemingly absurd attention to
formality and pomp. Yet, I think that this is too quick. What I suggest that we see with
our roles, relations, and rituals is that they are how we are constituted (in an etiological
sense) as persons and how we go on constituting ourselves. Pippin, Hegel’s Practical
Philosophy, 23.

3 For example, while one is initially constituted as a self through social sources (e.g., roles
and relations), in order to go on constituting oneself socially as a person (ren), it is
necessary to draw on and appropriately act according to relevant social sources available
for making oneself into a self.
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form of life based on the etiology of that problem. Corresponding to this form of life is a

form of social self-constitution. The form of this activity of social self-constitution is social:

it involves taking a normative position (i.e., making ourselves into selves) within social space.

As we climb this ladder, we find that the normative content that applies to us as agents gets

more and more specific. It turns out that one reason that this normative content is binding

is because of the social, recognitive structure in which this normativity gets its grip, and

the etiological role that self-constitution has with respect to our position in that normative

structure. To be sure, we are not able to derive this normative content in advance, but we

ground our normative claims upon each other in the midst of the recognitive structure of

agency and with the etiological background of this social self-constitutive activity and its

history.

4.2. Constitutive Functions

In this section, I am going to offer an introduction to constitutive functions. To do this, I will

begin by recalling some of the crucial points regarding functions from §1.5.4.2. After this, I

will turn to developing an etiological and contextual account of constitutive functions, which

meshes with my sociohistorical approach to the constitution of agency. I will argue that such

an approach allows us to make progress on problems concerning grounding normativity that

face non-etiological accounts.
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4.2.1. Characteristic Ends and Activities of Functions

To begin, we can recall briefly some of the points that I made in §1.5.4.2 when I introduce

functions as a kind of constitutive feature. I think that we tend to have a common-sense

notion of how constitutive functions may ground normative features for members of a kind:

how well members of a kind perform the kind’s constitutive function(s) grounds normative

features applying to members of that kind. For example, how well a chef’s knife performs

the function of cutting food determines its quality as a chef’s knife. There are, as I noted, two

main components of this: an end and an activity (or work; Aristotle’s ἔργον), and that there

an important relationship between the two. For a function, it is not enough that a certain

end somehow come to be realized, but that the function itself realizes that end in a specific

way through a certain kind of activity or work.4 For a function, then, we are interested in

both the end and the activity that produces or realizes that end. We can contrast this with a

merely instrumental standard on the one hand (where all or almost all that matters would be

the realization of an end) and a drive-based approach on the other (where, although an end

may be involved, the activity itself is primary).5

The final point to recall here is the distinction between heterotelic and autotelic functions.

The heterotelic function has a product external to its activity and this external product is the

4 For example, although a member of a kind (e.g., a business person) may realize the end
belonging to that kind (e.g., getting a lot of money), if that end is achieved through an
activity other than the one belonging to the function (e.g., winning the lottery), it will not
be sufficient to make that member a good instance of its kind in virtue of its performance
of the function.

5 How ultimately coherent the notion of a drive without an end turns out to be is, in my
view, up in the air. Even so, we can at least gesture toward that distinction as prima facie
coherent.
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completion of that activity or function. The autotelic function has its end in the activity itself.

We can think here of Aristotle’s distinction between house-building and contemplation:

house-building is heterotelic (finding its completion in a built house) and contemplation is

autotelic (finding its end and completion in itself).

This distinction between heterotelic and autotelic sets up the basis for a further dis-

tinction between restricted and unrestricted robustness.6 Robustness here is related to the

“self-maintenance” capacities required for the performance of the function, and a function

with restricted robustness only requires enough self-maintenance to realize the limited

external end of the function, whereas unrestricted robustness does not have such a limited

on self-maintenance. For example, in autotelic functions like contemplation, there is no

natural stopping point to the activity and so there is an unrestricted robustness regarding

self-maintenance given the continuous nature of the activity.

Thus, we should have an initial sense of howconstitutive functions can groundnormativity:

they do so by relating the performance of the characteristic activity or work of a kind

to corresponding ends. Where there are features (such as structures) necessary for the

performance of the relevant function, whether or not a member of a kind has those features

to a sufficient degree to adequately perform the function will also be important normatively.

6 See the discussion of this in §1.5.4.2, which drawsheavily on the pointsmade inLindeman,
“Functional Constitutivism’s Misunderstood Resources.”
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4.2.2. Constitutive Functions: Etiology and Normativity

In this subsection, I am going to develop an account of constitutive functions that is historical

or etiological.7 By this, I mean that how we account for a constitutive function as constitutive

is the role that function (and features related to that function, such as structure) has had in

the etiological development of the existence of the relevant kind as the kind that it is. There

are two main motivations behind the development of this view. First, an etiological approach

to constitutive functions is necessary for accounting for important aspects of normative

features applying to the corresponding kind. The second is that an etiological account of the

constitutive function of self-constitution harmonizes with my historical and developmental

methodology (including my diachronic account of recognition). This allows us to explain

why certain historically-specific forms of self-constitution are normatively significant on the

basis of their etiological role in making us into the kind of agents that we are.

4.2.2.1. What’s Your Major Malfunction?

One of the main challenges for any account of the relationship between constitutive features

and normative features is, as we have seen, explaining how there is adequate room for error

so that the members of a kind can be governed by normative standards that they do not

automatically and necessarily meet. We can recall that, if the relationship is too close

7 This section is indebted to Lindeman’s recent excellent work on constitutive functions.
See her “Functional Constitutivism’s Misunderstood Resources”; “Constitutivism with-
out Normative Thresholds”; “Grounding Constitutivism” (PhD diss., University of Pitts-
burgh, January 2014); “Saving Constitutivism (From Constitutivists)” (unpublished draft,
October 2013). While I agree with Lindeman on many points regarding functions, my
aim here is to add to the conversation by taking it in a somewhat different direction.
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between what is constitutive and supposedly normative for a kind, then members of the

kind will virtually always satisfy the normative features. On the other end, we need to

be able to account for cases of serious failure in normative terms. In his “Teleology and

Normativity,” Matthew Silverstein presses heavily on this point. He argues that any view that

relies on teleology in the form of functions will squeeze out any space between constitutive

and normative standards: “There is no room for defective actions because what determines

whether something is an action (its function) is the very same standard as what determines

whether it is a good action (its constitutive norm). The same goes for houses and axes—and

for anything else governed by this sort of constitutive standard.”8

For example, what happens if there is a heart that is defective to such a degree that it

cannot perform its function of pumping blood at all? While it seems like we want to say that

it’s a bad heart in virtue of not being able to pump blood. Yet, this common sense point is

not available to one popular kind of constitutivist view of functions, which, in Lindeman’s

term, is a threshold view.9 A threshold view says that members of a kind need to meet a low

bar or threshold for the performance of a function (or some other constitutive feature, like an

aim) in order to count as a member of that kind, and, in satisfying the minimal threshold, the

member of the kind has already committed itself to the performance of that function. Thus,

so the idea goes, it is possible to give an explanation for why that member of the kind has a

reason to continue performing that function: it is because they are already committed to it

in virtue of meeting the initial threshold.

However, the worry with such a view is that it does not adequately account for very

8 Silverstein, “Teleology and Normativity,” 219.
9 Lindeman, “Constitutivism without Normative Thresholds.”
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defective kind members, such as the defective heart that does not pump blood at all. Suppose

that, for some given constitutive function of a kind, members of that kind have to perform

that function to some minimal threshold to count as that kind. On that assumption, if the

function of a heart is pumping blood and a given heart (or apparent heart) does not pump

blood, then, because it does notmeet the threshold, it is simply not a heart. Yet this is counter-

intuitive both descriptively and normatively. Descriptively, it seems like we can make perfect

sense of a defective heart as a heart. Normatively, it seems odd to say that we cannot compare

a completely defective heart to a minimally functioning heart: it seems obvious that the latter

is better as a heart. Yet, on a threshold view, it looks like such comparisons are not possible

(or are at least more difficult).

Now I take it that, while hearts are illustrative, it turns out that this is a deep problem for

anyone who hopes to ground substantive normative components in constitutive functions.

For example, consider the point in the moral domain: generally, we will assess a slightly

moral person as morally better than a completely amoral one. Yet, if meeting a minimal

threshold of morality is constitutive, then it seems the two aren’t even comparable: the

slightly moral person is defective whereas the amoral person is not even assessable according

to the relevant standards. This is a problem for a position like constitutivism, which aims to

provide a reply to the skeptic. For instance, it seems odd to say to the skeptic that it’s true

that they would not be bound and normatively assessable by the relevant normative features

if they did not meet some corresponding minimal threshold—thus putting them beyond

the pale—but that someone who met those standards to a greater degree is normatively

assessable as defective. Thus, we need a way to account for cases of serious failure: where,
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like the heart that doesn’t pump blood, a member of a kind fails completely to meet the

normative standards grounded in the constitutive features of that kind.

4.2.2.2. Functions, Histories, and Systems

We can make a distinction between etiological approaches to functions and non-etiological

ones (which are usually exclusively systems-based). A non-etiological, systems-based ap-

proach to functions holds that something has the function it does in virtue of what it does

within a system at a given time. For example, a heart has the function it does because of its

role within the circulatory system (which has its function in terms of the organism to which

it belongs) and that what something does within the relevant system is not only necessary

but sufficient for having that function.10 An etiological approach to functions holds that

something has the function that it does in virtue of its history, whereas a systems-based

approach argues something has the function that it does in virtue of what properties it

currently has (such as its properties, capacities, dispositions, its causal effects in a system,

and so on).11

Putting this point in the abstract might sound counter-intuitive. How can something

have a function in virtue of its history if it is so defective that it doesn’t even perform that

function or have a minimal functional role within a system? For an example, suppose that I

attempt to forge a knife and that knife shatters into shards immediately upon my attempt to

use it. Yet that knife still had the constitutive function of cutting even though it it did not

10 See the discussion of Korsgaard’s account of vacuums below.
11 Ruth Garrett Millikan, “In Defense of Proper Functions,” Philosophy of Science 56, no. 2

(June 1989): 289–92.
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realize or perform that function. Although that may sound counter-intuitive at first, it is in

fact a common-sense virtue of this view: the fact that it didn’t perform that function explains

why it was a bad knife. Yet, given its extreme failure, why is this knife considered a knife at

all, as it never ended up performing the relevant function to any minor degree? The answer

from an etiological perspective has to do with the history of the process through which the

knife was created: the knife, as a knife, was designed and made to perform a function of

cutting, and it was crafted in a way that attempted to allow it to perform such functions. In

the case of artifacts like a knife, we often point to the etiology of that artifact’s creation in

terms of the intentions of its designer or maker.

In non-artifact cases, we often don’t have the ability to appeal to a designer who created

the object with a particular function in mind. For example, in the biological realm, no one

designed the heart to pump blood, yet that is its constitutive function. How, then, would an

etiological account approach a heart? Ruth Millikan here provides a helpful account of what

she calls proper functions (which is, for our purposes, synonymous with constitutive functions).12

12 It is important to cite Lindeman’s fantastic insight in building on Millikan’s account
for the purposes of constitutivism. For Millikan’s account of this, see Ruth Garrett
Millikan, Language, Thought, and Other Biological Categories: New Foundations for Realism
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1984) and Millikan, “In Defense of Proper Functions,” 289,
and for Lindeman’s account see Lindeman, “Grounding Constitutivism.” According to
Millikan, to have a proper function involves having a history of “having been ‘designed
to’ or of being ‘supposed to’ (impersonal) perform a certain function” (Millikan, Language,
Thought, and Other Biological Categories, 17). Millikan explains her account in naturalist,
evolutionary terms. A proper function is a function that something has as a member of
a “reproductively established family” (Millikan, 18). Technically, there are two broad
kinds of proper functions on Millikan’s account: direct and derived. Derived proper
functions are those of adapted devices that are “derived from the proper functions of the
devices that produce them and that lie beyond the production of these adapted device
themselves” (Millikan, 41). By a reproductively established family, Millikan has in mind
things that are similar in virtue of a process of copying (Millikan, 18). Millikan gives

310



Although Millikan’s account is complex, the rough idea is that, in the biological sphere, we

appeal to the etiological notion of a reproductively established family, where members of that

family are similar in virtue of their characteristics. We don’t need to commit ourselves to, say,

the view that the heart was designed or intended to perform its function of pumping blood, but

rather that the existence of that heart can be explained by the reproductive history of hearts

in terms of their function. This kind of function is what Millikan calls a proper function: as a

proper function, it makes the kind of thing what it is, which is the standard that must be

met for a feature to be considered constitutive.

How do we get from proper functions to normative evaluation? Lindeman suggests that

the following definition of copying: “For each property pl, p2p3 etc., the laws in situ
that explain why B is like A in respect to p are laws that correlate a specifiable range of
determinates under a determinable under which p falls, such that whatever determinate
characterizes Amust also characterize B, the direction of causality being straight from A
to B” (Millikan, 20). Reproductively established families are similar because, as Lindeman
puts it, they “non-accidentally share a form” owing to their etiological history (Lindeman,
“Grounding Constitutivism,” 41). The reason that they will non-accidentally share a form
is because the form that they have will be due to a function that came about in a specific
way. Lindeman helpfully characterizes the two criteria for Millikan’s etiological account
of proper functions as follows: “for some activity or effect, Z, to be the function of some
individual, x, x must be created in a process selected to produce individuals with a form
F, ii) F itself must have been selected over alternatives because it was selected to have
effect Z” (Lindeman, 41). But we should be careful to note here that biological kinds are
not the same thing as reproductively established families. Biological kinds are groupings
of such families “according to shared proper function, even though those families may
not be related by lineage” (Lindeman, 44). So, Lindeman concludes, biological kinds
are functional kinds because they are groupings of reproductively established families
according to their proper functions. For example, hearts, whose proper function is
pumping blood, can exist or be multiply realized in different families as a functional
kind. What is a matter of the family-based explanation is not being a heart but that has
heart has the proper function of pumping blood (Lindeman, 45). In other words, etiology
determines the proper function and then the functional kind is determined by groupings
of those functions.
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the constitutivist can draw on what Millikan calls “Normal properties.”13 Roughly put, the

idea is this: there are certain properties (“Normal properties”) that a kind member requires in

order to perform its proper (or constitutive) function under the relevant conditions (“Normal

conditions,” which are conditions under which the function was selected).14 For a member

of a kind to have the Normal properties of that kind is to make that member better as the

kind of thing that it is, whereas lacking the Normal properties makes the member worse as

the kind of thing that it is. This is because its Normal properties enable it to perform its

proper function. So, then, we can evaluate members based on whether or not they realize the

functions that they have as the kind of thing that they are, and we can appeal to properties or

features necessary for realizing that function. Note that it is possible for a kind to have these

evaluative norms in virtue of its history (i.e., in terms of an etiological explanation concerning

the development of the function for the kind). The etiological basis of the function provides

new room for normative assessment: we can explain why something has a function and can

be normatively assessed according to that function in virtue of its etiology as the kind of thing

that it is, even if that thing does not perform that function at all.

We can distinguish an etiology-based approach from a non-etiological systems-based

approach, which holds that functions are based on the current capacities or properties of a

system to which the function-possessing entity is supposed to belong. For example, Robert

Cummins argues for a systems- and capacity-based analysis of functions. He defines a

function in the following way: “[I]t will be appropriate to say that x functions as a φ in s,

or that the function of x in s is φ-ing, when we are speaking against the background of an

13 Lindeman, “Grounding Constitutivism,” 50–52.
14 Lindeman, 50.
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analytical explanation of some capacity of s which appeals to the fact that x has a capacity

to φ in s.”15 Cummins notes, the heart has the function of pumping blood given its causal

contributions to the capacities of the circularity system.16 Notice that this kind of account

appeals to the synchronic role that something has within a certain system.

However, there are a number of objections to non-etiological systems-based accounts

and these objections present concerns for versions of constitutivism that may attempt to use

such a non-etiological account of functions. The first problem is that these non-etiological

views don’t effectively distinguish proper (or constitutive) functions as distinct from non-

proper (or non-constitutive) functions in a convincing way. For example, Millikan argues

that what she calls “Cummins functions” often do not typically correspond to her notion

of proper functions, and that it results in some counter-intuitive function ascriptions (such

as rain clouds having the function of causing rain, which is explanatorily vapid).17We need

some further ground to distinguish between Cummins functions and proper functions, and

Millikan argues that this can be explained etiologically by appealing to those functions that

arose historically in a kind because it was necessary for the reproduction of that kind. Indeed,

while Millikan and Cummins are approaching this issue from the philosophy of biology, the

more general idea can be put in broadly constitutivist terms: to explain why something is a

proper or constitutive function of a kind, we refer to the etiology of how that kind came to

be the kind of thing that it is in virtue of exercising that function.

One version of a non-etiological systems-based view is a minimal function-performance

15 Robert Cummins, “Functional Analysis,” Journal of Philosophy 72, no. 20 (November 1975):
762.

16 Cummins, 762.
17 Millikan, “In Defense of Proper Functions,” 293ff.
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view. According to the minimal function-performance view, it is sufficient to function as

something to have that function. On this point, Lindeman takes aim at Korsgaard’s remark

concerning the function of artifacts when Korsgaard says that “what you call your vacuum

cleaner is actually an entity that, when properly incorporated by you, makes you into a vacuum

cleaner.”18 But this is oddly counter-intuitive. For example, Lindeman rightly notes that you

are not a vacuum cleaner and you are not assessable according to the norms of a vacuum

cleaner, even if you are able to perform the function of cleaning with a vacuum. If this is

right, then we should not be looking for the mere ability to perform a function for proper

functions. By contrast, we can offer a common sense explanation on the etiological account

for why a vacuum cleaner is a vacuum cleaner and you are not even if you perform a similar

function to a vacuum cleaner: vacuum cleaners were designed to suck up dirt and debris

from the floor. Their existence is explained in terms of their etiology in which they were

able to perform this function as designed: sucking up dirt and other debris is why vacuum

cleaners exist at all as the kind of thing that they are. Sucking up dirt and debris does not

have a similar role in explaining why you exist as the kind of thing that you are. So, even if

you can perform a similar function to a vacuum cleaner, you lack this etiology and you are

not one.

Likewise, even a broken vacuum cleaner has the function of sucking up dirt and debris,

even if it cannot realize it, because of its etiology. Yet non-etiological accounts of functions

don’t properly account for this level of malfunction. This is especially a problem for con-

stitutivists because they need some adequate account of malfunction or defect in order to

18 See Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 37, as referenced in Lindeman, “Grounding Constitu-
tivism,” 253n9.
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generative normativity in their evaluation of defective agents.19 In criticizing Korsgaard’s

account along similar lines, Ana Barandalla and Michael Ridge argue that, for Korsgaard’s

view of functions, we face the following problem: “For if falling under a sortal which fixes

a thing’s function literally entails an activity, then the thing cannot fail to act accordingly

unless it no longer falls under the sortal in question. If, however, it no longer falls under the

relevant sortal, then it no longer has the relevant function and so failing to act accordingly is

no malfunction.”20 According to the etiological account, the history of an individual is what

can “explain what it is to have a constitutive function,” but, as Lindeman notes, this does

not entail that “the individual is any good at performing the function nor that they actually

perform the function[.]”21 If this is right, then we can explain why a kind has a function even

when individuals of that kind fail to perform the function well or at all.

Now all this is not to say that all systems-based approaches are always entirely incompatible

with an etiological approach to proper functions. To the contrary, it is possible to integrate

an etiological view with a systems-based. Paul Griffiths has suggested drawing on strengths

of both.22 Griffith’s view is technical and is focused on providing an account of functions

that solves particular problems within the philosophy of biology, and he offers the following

schematization of his etiological, system-based account of proper functions: “Where i is

19 For a full account of Lindeman’s objections, see her criticism of “threshold constitu-
tivism” in Lindeman, “Constitutivism without Normative Thresholds,” 255.

20 Ana Barandalla and Michael Ridge, “Function and Self-Constitution: How to Make
Something of Yourself Without Being All That You Can Be. A Commentary on Christine
Korsgaard’sThe Constitution of Agency and Self-Constitution,” Analysis 71, no. 2 (July 2010):
374.

21 Lindeman, “Constitutivism without Normative Thresholds,” 255.
22 Paul E. Griffiths, “Functional Analysis and Proper Functions,”The British Journal for the

Philosophy of Science 44, no. 3 (1993): 409–22.
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a trait of systems of type S, a proper function of i in S’s is F iff a selective explanation of

the current non-zero proportion of S’s with i must cite F as a component in the fitness

conferred by i.”23 For example, let i be a heart, let S be some kind of cordate animal, and let

F be pumping blood. A heart has the proper function of pumping blood if and only if we

must cite the heart’s pumping blood as why that kind of animal has a heart in a selective

explanation of the existence of hearts in that animal. In other words, we can offer an account

of a proper function based on the etiology of that function within the system under a certain

kind of explanation. Thus, although Cummins offers a non-etiological synchronic systems-

based account of functions, which may face the above problems, we should not take all

systems-based approaches to necessarily have these problems.

This hybrid account meshes nicely with the account of constitutivism that I have so far

given. For example, I argued that constitutive structure of agency is recognition and that

recognition it is what enables the performance of the function of self-constitution (as I will

discuss in this chapter). There were two aspects of this account: synchronic and diachronic.

The synchronic account is closer to a systems-based view. For instance, take the polyadic

recognitive web: we can explain why you have certain normative features incumbent upon

you in virtue of your place within that system. On the other side, there was the diachronic

element of recognition. The diachronic account of recognition explained why, even though

it was not obvious at first, there is a certain kind of necessity to the form of etiological

development (viz., the development of mutual recognition) that explains why the current

synchronic structure is the way that it is. Thus, we can explain an agent’s role within a system

23 Griffiths, “Functional Analysis and Proper Functions.”
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in a way that grounds the synchronic aspects of that role in the dialogical account of the

larger structure.

Such a hybrid view affords us sufficient flexibility to avoid the problems, such as a lack

of room for defectiveness, that those like Silverstein have identified with other constitutivist

accounts of functions.24 Yet, for his part, Silverstein anticipates that a move like this might

be made, noting that, for philosophers like Foot, Setiya, and Thomson, “something can have

a function even though it fails to fulfill that function: something can be for cutting even

though it cannot cut at all.”25There are two objections that Silverstein makes on this point.

The first is that, even if something has the function of cutting well, nothing about this follows

from reasons without a supplementary linking principle. We already saw in §1.6.1 that this

objection relied on a confusion about the structure of constitutivism involving mixing up

the kind that the normative features and constitutive features apply to. A second line that

Silverstein takes here is that the problem with a modified teleological view of functions is

that they rely on analytic equivalence between good and fulfills its function for any relevant

kind. Yet, Silverstein says, if the equivalence is analytic, then all that we are doing is simply

describing whether or not something fulfills its function, but we are not deriving normativity

from its function.26 Silverstein thinks that this is a thin sort of normativity that is inapplicable

to agents, for whom the important teleological structure is practical reasoning. Yet it is

24 Silverstein, “Teleology and Normativity.”
25 Silverstein, 225.
26 To respond to this, however, we can leverage my earlier non-analytic conceptualism

from §1.5.6. We can distinguish between normativity being grounded in a function
and analytically contained within it, and the former is what we should expect from an
etiological account here. The conceptualist aspect of the view held that constitutive
features are normative insofar as we can see whether or not instances of a kind match
up to their concept.
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unclear to me that this is true, and it will help set us up for the next section to see why. When

we have a concept of a teleological structure in terms of a function, we are representing a

kind in terms of a relationship between members of that kind, an end, and an activity with

respect to that end. This teleological representation makes the kind intelligible to us for what

it is. Now it is clear that some kinds, like knives, cannot have reasons in a literal sense. But

this changes in terms of living beings: for a living being, we can understand it in terms of its

end, the activity it undertakes with respect to that end, and its reasons. While not all living

beings see their reasons as reasons, our understanding of them as living beings makes this

available to us and is what grounds our normative assessment of them. What changes for us,

as we saw in the previous chapter, is the way that we ourselves relate to our reasons. Thus, in

contrast with Silverstein, we can in fact make sense of a continuity from the teleological to

the normative in terms of reasons based on the functional representations of certain kinds,

including our own self-understanding.

Thus, when offering an account of self-constitution as a constitutive function of agency

and action, we should be careful about how we characterize the nature of that function.

Some ways of characterizing the function, such as an ahistorical current-properties approach,

may run into the problems that we have identified above. Instead, we should try to give an

account of self-constitution in historical or etiological terms. Although Griffith, Millikan,

and Cummins are each focused on the philosophy of biology, there is no reason to think

that such an account cannot be generalized in a roughly analogous way to constitutivism

more generally. For example, Millikan’s account of proper functions is intended to cover a

wide variety of things, including “body organs and systems, actual actions and purposive
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behaviors, artifacts, words and grammatical forms, and many customs, etc.”27 An etiological

explanation of constitutive functions explains why a kind exists as the kind it is in virtue

of the activity of performing its function, and what it is to perform that function involves

references to activities and work undertaken relative to a certain system. That is, the systems-

based explanation becomes a helpful component (at least in some cases) of an etiological

account of functions, but, on its own, it is not sufficient to explain proper functions.

Let’s take stock of where we are. In order to account for functions as constitutive features,

we need to be able to explain how they can ground normativity, and, in order to do that,

constitutive functions need to be able to make space for members of a kind to fall into

error or be defective in serious ways. Of the two prominent views regarding functions—an

etiological view and a non-etiological systems-based view—the latter has difficulty explaining

normativity in some cases of defectiveness whereas the former does not. Furthermore, we

can incorporate some of aspects of the systems-based view into an etiological view, while

still having sufficient explanatory resources to avoid the problems facing the non-etiological

approach. This approach meshes with both the broader commitments of this dissertation

regarding a developmental and historical methodology, and, substantively, with the view

developed in the previous chapter, where the structure of recognition had a synchronic

element, which was explained in terms of its diachronic development. With this in place, we

can begin to see how an etiological account of self-constitution as a constitutive functionmay

take shape. As a constitutive function, self-constitution is an activity or work that an agent

performs, and this activity has as its end that agent’s own existence.28 In cases of simple

27 Millikan, “In Defense of Proper Functions,” 293.
28 As we will see, the specific form of activity corresponds to the relevant form of life being
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survival, how this works is fairly straightforward: we can explain the existence of virtually

any life form in terms of that life form’s history of performing its self-constitutive function

in various ways (e.g., eating, drinking, and so on).29 This is just what we should expect with a

kind of etiological account of proper, constitutive functions because self-constitution just is

reproducing—making, constituting—oneself as a specific form, and how one does that will

depend on the etiological history of one’s kind.30

4.3. Life and the Constitutive Function of Self-Constitution

In the previous section, I argued in favor of an etiological account of constitutive functions.

In this section, I will offer a transition to my account of self-constitution as a constitutive

function of agency. This transition will proceed as follows. First, I argue that there is a deep

connection between life and self-constitution. Life has self-constitution as its constitutive

constituted by that activity, and this can vary.
29 One way to think about this is through Griffiths’s etiological systems-based account:

Where agency is a trait of agents, a proper function of agency in agents is self-constitution
if and only if a selective explanation of the current non-zero proportion of agents with
agencymust cite self-constitution as a component in the fitness conferred by agency. The
selective explanation may get couched in language focusing on more particular terms
regarding the capacities of subfunctions, but any more particular explanation would be
true because of the self-constitutive role of those subfunctions.

30 As another example, consider Lindeman’s characterization of a proper function as
something that is “created in a process to produce individuals with a form F” because it
is selected over competing alternatives because of the ends that it achieves through the
work it does. In the case of artifacts or organs, this seem pretty clear: hearts have the
function of pumping blood given that the processwhich produces themwith their current
form allow them to undertake an activity in a successful way (relative to competing
anatomical developments). It is the case that the function of self-constitution is created
in a process to produce individuals with a form F because self-constitution just is the
process such that individuals produce themselves as selves with form F. They do this
because successful self-constitution has the effect of producing them with this form
over alternatives, such as self-destruction or decay, since those would not produce (and
would perhaps destroy) individuals with form F.
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function, and this sets normative standards for living beings. However, the form of self-

constitution as a constitutive function of life is not uniform—rather, it varies across different

forms of life. Once we notice this variation, we see that we need an account of why it is that

we constitute ourselves as a self-conscious human form of life rather than a merely conscious

animal form of life. On this basis, I will argue that we have to offer an account of the form

of life that we constitute ourselves as, and, in trying to offer such an account, we run into

paradoxes regarding self-constitution. The appropriate solution to this, I will suggest, is to

focus on our social form of life.

Life is self-constitution, or, more precisely, a constitutive function of any living agent

is its on-going growth, maintenance, and reproduction as the forms of life that it is—that

is, its continued self-constitution as the kind of living thing that it is. This is an autotelic

function. Because the constitutive function of life is self-constitution, we are able to make

normative evaluations of living beings in terms of their successful (or unsuccessful) self-

constitution. This holds for both merely conscious forms of life (such as non-human animals)

and self-conscious forms of life (such as rational human beings).

As bold as the thesis of life as self-constitution may sound, it is far from new, even if the

terms and details inwhich it has been expressed have varied. For example, Aristotle argued for

life understanding as, to use Martha Nussbaum’s helpful term, a “self-maintaining system.”31

Kant discusses the “inner purposiveness” of an organism that “unceasingly produces itself,

and likewise, often producing itself, continuously preserves itself, as species.”32 Hegel

31 Martha Nussbaum, Aristotle’s De Motu Animalium: Text with Translation, Commentary,
and Interpretive Essays (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), 79.

32 Immanuel Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, ed. Paul Guyer, trans. Paul Guyer and
Eric Matthews, The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant (Cambridge:
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likewise says that “it is only as this self-reproductive being…that the living creature is and

preserves itself ; it only is, in making itself what it is, and is the antecedent End which is itself

only result.”33 Hegel is drawing on both Aristotle and Kant in his own account. “The basic

determination of the living being seized on by Aristotle, that it must be conceived as acting

purposively,” Hegel remarks, “has in modem times been almost forgotten till Kant, in his

own way, revived this concept in his doctrine of inner teleology, in which the living being is

to be treated as its own end (Selbstzweck).”34

We can start by looking at Aristotle in a bit more depth. In De Anima, Aristotle remarks

that, at its most fundamental level, “the living, qua living, is a self-nourishing body.”35 Nuss-

baum offers a helpful interpretation of Aristotle’s account of life as a self-maintaining system

in terms of what she calls “constitutive activities.”36There are three aspects of these consti-

tutive activities that are relevant for us here. The first is that self-maintenance is a matter

of how living beings preserve themselves and generate others of their species, or, in other

words, how they constitute themselves as living beings. For example, the bison constitutes

Cambridge University Press, 2000), 243 (5:371). Here Kant is talking about a tree produc-
ing itself. Kant more generally says that “a thing exists as a natural end if it is cause and
effect of itself” (Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 243 (5:371)). Korsgaard follows
closely on both of these in Self-Constitution.

33 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Philosophy of Nature: Part Two of the Encyclopaedia of the
Philosophical Sciences, trans. A.V. Miller (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004), 356 (§532).

34 Hegel, 388–89 (§360).
35 De Anima 416b9–11, as cited in Martha Nussbaum, “Aristotle on Teleological Explana-

tion,” inAristotle’sDeMotu Animalium: Text with Translation, Commentary, and Interpretive
Essays (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), 79. I use Nussbaum’s translation
here given its more perspicuous rendering of the relationship between “living” and
“self-nourishing.” By contrast, Christopher Shields’s translation of this passage reads:
“what is nourished would be the ensouled body, insofar as it is ensouled, with the result
that nourishment is relative—and not co-incidentally—to what is ensouled” (De Anima,
trans. Christopher Shields (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2016), 30).

36 Nussbaum, “Aristotle on Teleological Explanation,” 82.
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itself in part by grazing on grasses and the wolf constitutes itself in part by preying on

bison. For the second aspect, these constitutive activities are part of the self -maintenance

or self-constitution of a living being. By this, Nussbaum explains, living things will exhibit a

certain plasticity or selectivity in their constitutive activities: a plant will turn toward the sun,

and “an animal…selects the food which is appropriate to maintaining its organic states.”37 In

other words, there is a contribution that the organism itself makes to its maintenance: it is

not entirely passive. The third aspect of a constitutive activity is that this constitution has to

take a specific form. That is, constitutive activities are not activities that result in limitless or

formless growth. Indeed, Aristotle contrasts the growth and organization of living things

with the limitless and formless growth of fire: “For fire’s growth is without limit, so long as

there is something combustible. By contrast, for all things naturally constituted, there is a

limit and an organization (logos) of both size and growth. These things belong to the soul, and

not to fire, and to the organization (logos) rather than to the matter.”38 Rather, the constitutive

activities of living beings are, as Nussbaum puts it, “those activities that enter into the best

specification of what it is to be a certain sort of animal” (or plant, etc.).39This specification of

a living being involves its logos, that is, the species’ “form and functional organization.”40

When we take these two aspects together, then, we can see, on the Aristotelian picture, that

constitutive activities are those that a living being undertakes in order to make itself into the

kind of thing that it is—that is, to constitute itself as a living being with a species-typical

form and functional organization. Putting it into our terms here, we get a picture of life as

37 Nussbaum, 74.
38 Aristotle, De Anima, 30 (416a15–20).
39 My emphasis; Nussbaum, “Aristotle on Teleological Explanation,” 82.
40 Nussbaum, 82.
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self-constitution: as living things interacting with their environment in a way that allows

them to constitute themselves as the kind of living thing that they are.

Korsgaard’s account, which draws on both Aristotle and Kant, of how non-human ani-

mals engage in self-constitution on this point is helpful. A non-human animal’s instincts,

Korsgaard says, “structure an animal’s consciousness, his conception of the world, in ways

that will enable him to service and reproduce.”41We can think of these instincts as principles

because, even for non-human animals, Korsgaard thinks that they take the form of a law.

They do this, Korsgaard says, because they “arise from [the non-human animal’s] form” and,

insofar as they determine what she does, they are also “the laws of her causality.”42 This

conception of the world is teleological and “already practically interpreted”: the incentives

represent objects “as things to-be-avoided, things to-be-chased,” and so on.43

Korsgaard holds that the function of a living thing “is just to be—and continue being—

what it is” or, in other words, “to maintain and reproduce its own form”44 and it does this by

following this primitive form of normativity. Korsgaard gives an example here of a giraffe.

What is the function of a giraffe? It is just “to be a giraffe, and to continue being a giraffe,

and to produce other giraffes…to keep a particular instance, a spatio-temporally continuous

steam, of giraffeness going.”45 A giraffe, insofar as it is successful at being a giraffe, is

“doing something…always making herself into a giraffe.”46That is, a giraffe has the constitutive

feature of a giraffe-version of self-constitution: good giraffes will continue to constitute and

41 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 110.
42 Korsgaard, 110.
43 Korsgaard, 110.
44 Korsgaard, 35.
45 Korsgaard, 35.
46 Korsgaard, 36.
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reconstitute themselves as giraffes and bad giraffes will fail at this.

Likewise, on Korsgaard’s view, for a self-conscious agent, there is a gap—a reflective

distance—“between the experience of the incentive and what had previously between the

instinctive response.”47We are, in other words, no longer necessitated by our incentive, and

we cannot experience the automatic unity that would follow from this. When we face hard

cases and different incentives to act, we “feel so torn” in the sense that our will and our agency

“is in danger of tearing.”48 Each part of the soul, Korsgaard says, “has its own work to do” and

it is when they do their work together that action is possible.49 Because our psychic unity is

no longer natural or automatic, it becomes “something that has to be achieved” as “a task and

an activity.”50We are no longer automatically unified as agents by our instincts, and, because

of this, we need another kind of principle—a rational kind of principle—to “determine what

we are to count as reasons.”51 Incentives are experienced as proposals from appetite about

which we must make a decision using reason, which is then executed via spirit.52 When a

person acts, then, they are unifying themselves as a person—they are constituting themselves

as a person. It is with this constitution—that is, the harmonious unification of different

parts of the soul under the direction of reason—with which the person identifies.

Earlier we saw that Korsgaard holds that the function of a living being is its on-going

maintenance and reproduction: its self-constitution as a form of life. That is, giraffes aim at

constituting themselves as giraffes. What Korsgaard wants to say that we are, in a sense, like

47 Korsgaard, 125.
48 Korsgaard, 126.
49 Korsgaard, 147.
50 Korsgaard, 125.
51 Korsgaard, 116.
52 Korsgaard, 116.
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these giraffes. We have a form of life and successful self-constitution will involve making and

remaking ourselves into that form of life. What makes human beings distinctive as a species,

Korsgaard argues, is that we face a problem that no other species faces: the problem of the

normative.53The problem is that the human mind has an “essentially reflective” structure

to self-consciousness.54We are presented various desires, perceptions, and inclinations, and

we wonder whether or not they are reasons for us to act. Through our choice and action,

Korsgaard remarks, you aim to “pull yourself together.”55That is, although you were disunified

when facing the problem of the normative, you unify yourself through deliberative choice and

action—you constitute yourself in action.56

I think that it is important to clarify the importance of context and etiology on this point.

Constitutive functions are determined etiologically: they are a kind’s characteristic activities

or work in relation to an end such that carrying out those characteristic activities or work

grounds an explanation about the existence of that kind. This account of the existence of a

kind on the basis of an activity–end pairing makes that kind intelligible to us. This is because it

shows why that kind exists (at least partially) in virtue of that activity–end pairing. Given that

those are the grounds for intelligibility of the kind, they apply to its kind members, and, as

53 Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity, 93.
54 Korsgaard, 92.
55 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 126.
56 Following Plato, Korsgaard says that reason unifies each of the different parts of the

soul in our action: “So the function of appetite is to propose and obey, of reason to rule,
and of spirit to ensure that reason’s decisions get carried out” (Korsgaard, 147). As an
agent who performs an action, you necessarily aim to bring about—to cause—a certain
state of affairs. If your action brings about that state of affairs, then you were efficacious
as an agent; if not, then you weren’t and so you were defective as an agent. For you to be
efficacious as an agent through action, Korsgaard says, “the movements through which
you are supposed to have been efficacious [must be] yours” (Korsgaard, 84). That is, you
can’t be efficacious unless you have determined yourself to be the cause of those actions.
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we saw in §1.6.3 with my discussion of Lavin’s and Thompson’s views, this is what makes the

behavior of a species intelligible to us. This account of the existence of a kind on the basis of

a functional pairing of an end an an activity provides us with a form that makes that kind

intelligible. It is on this basis that we are able to represent or understand that living being as

the form of life that it is. This is a point, as we saw in §1.6.3, that Thompson, Foot, and Lavin

make: when we understand a form of life as a form of life, we do so on the basis of making

its behavior intelligible in terms of its ends as the kind of life that it is.

We can deepen this point from a Hegelian perspective. For example, according to Alz-

nauer, we can make a distinction between two broad strands of contemporary Hegel inter-

pretation: Aristotelian and Kantian..57 These two different strands offer “two very different

accounts of the relationship between natural norms (if there are any) and spiritual norms.”.58

TheAristotelian line sees spiritual norms as an extension of natural ones, and so, on this view,

Hegel is primarily “extending the scope of teleology from natural organisms to historical and

social organisms.”.59 By contrast, according to the Kantian line, there is a “crucial distinction

between natural and rational beings” and we can best understand Hegel’s project as giving a

social constructivist account of self-imposed norms..60 If natural norms exist at all, on this

view, they would be a species of or derivative from spiritual norms. These two interpretative

sides, Alznauer claims, are not entirely irreconciliable. Rather, we need a constitutivist

version of Hegel’s theory of normativity to make sense of and to reconcile what each of

them gets right. To this end, Alznauer argues that Hegel’s account of normativity is best

57 Alznauer, “Hegel’s Theory of Normativity,” 196–97.
58 Alznauer, 197.
59 Alznauer, 197.
60 Alznauer, 197.
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understood one according to which “for Hegel normative evaluation is primarily a matter of

a thing’s answerability to its own constitutive norms[.]”61There are both natural norms and

spiritual norms, Alznauer argues, but neither kind is fully assimilable to the other; rather,

they involve two different (but still constitutivist) “species of normative evaluation.”.62 My

aim, then, in offering a constitutivist perspective from a Hegelian perspective here is to show

how we can climb the relevant normative ladder by appealing to the constitutive features of

different forms of life in terms of “natural” and “spiritual” norms.

In his Philosophy of Nature, Hegel divides his account into three sections—mechanics,

physics, and organics—and these correspond to three different kinds of explanations: me-

chanical, chemical, and biological.63 Biological explanations for Hegel are, as Pinkard puts

it, “teleological in a functionalist sense” because “parts (as organs) cannot be identified as

organic functions outside of their place within the organic whole.”64This is not, on Hegel’s

view, merely the Kantian claim about natural teleology that we need to conceive of living

beings teleologically, even if we cannot know that such judgments are true.65 By contrast, as

James Kreines points out, Hegel holds that “living beings do manifest true ‘internal purpo-

siveness,’ that their structure and development is explicable in teleological terms, and that

we can have objective knowledge of this natural teleology.”66

61 Alznauer, “Hegel’s Theory of Normativity,” 197.
62 Alznauer, 197.
63 See Hegel, Philosophy of Nature and, for the point about corresponding explanations,

Terry Pinkard, Hegel’s Naturalism: Mind, Nature, and the Final Ends of Life (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2012), 21.

64 Pinkard, 21.
65 James Kreines, “The Logic of Life: Hegel’s Philosophical Defense of Teleological Expla-

nation of Living Beings,” inThe Cambridge Companion to Hegel and Nineteenth-Century
Philosophy, ed. Frederick Beiser (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 345.

66 Kreines, 345. However, despite the received wisdom that teleological accounts are
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Like Kant and Aristotle, Hegel viewed life in terms of internal purposiveness.67 For

example, in the second part of his Encyclopedia of Philosophical Sciences, Hegel remarks that it

has been a mistake to represent a teleological relationship for living beings as to something

“external.”68 Hegel’s view here has to do with the self-sustaining nature of this activity. For

example, when discussing plant life at §259 in the Phenomenology, Hegel remarks that “in its

own self the organic as purpose cannot conduct itself in any other way than as organic” and

that this purpose, as something organic, is to “be something self-preserving, to be both in the

returning into itself and to have returned into itself.”69 Even for plant and animal life, which

may see to be outwardly focused in its function (e.g., gathering nutrients from the soil outside

itself or hunting down prey), what allows us to represent that life as intelligible in the first

place is how it allows for the living being to engage in self-preservation or, in our terms here,

self-constitution. We see a perspicuous statement of this view when Hegel discusses organic

reproduction. In reproduction, Hegel says, what is happening is not exclusively externally-

focused, but rather it is directed inward: “the action of this whole organism [is] reflected into

itself” because its purpose (or “its activity as a purpose in itself”) can be “taken in the sense

of self-preservation as such.”70 In this reproductive process, it will either produce more of

outmoded, we have just seen that contemporary philosophers of biology have nonetheless
developed robust functionalist accounts of teleology that are compatible with (and based
on) evolution by natural selection. We may, however, be wary of this: after all, because
Hegel died almost thirty years before Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, he could not
have known about Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection, and it is seemingly
a commonplace today that evolutionary explanations rule out teleological ones. For
a helpful comment on Hegel in relation to pre-Darwinian views, see Pinkard, Hegel’s
Naturalism, 37n25. This is also a point made by Kreines, “The Logic of Life.”

67 See below for some differences.
68 Hegel, Philosophy of Nature, §360.
69 Hegel,The Phenomenology of Spirit, ¶259.
70 Hegel, ¶266.
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itself or it will produce more offspring. This reproduction, as Hegel puts it, “expresses the

formal concept of the organic.”71 By this, I take it that Hegel has something in mind like what

I’ve been arguing so far: a formal concept of life reveals that there is a constitutive function

or teleology to life that makes it intelligible as life, and a crucial part of this self-constitution

or self-reconstitution.

It will be helpful here to emphasize a theme we have already seen some with Korsgaard’s

view. On a Hegelian view, we may think of organic self-constitution less in terms of an

absolute opposition to the outer andmore in terms of an overcoming of a kind of otherness or

internal self-division (e.g., sating hunger). Here we see an important theme emerge: what an

organic creature is, Hegel notes, is “the mediating middle” and it “brings together the being-

for-itself of life with the outer per se, or with being-in-itself.”72 In this, Hegel characterizes

being-for-itself in terms of a “self-preserving relation to itself” and that the “inner of the

organic” has a unity in terms of a “self-equal self-relating-to-itself.”73

Already, in the transition from plants to animals, we saw a new form of agency develop:

the animal, unlike the plant, has, among other things, “freedom of self-movement,” a “voice,”

and, importantly, has “feeling” in “simply abiding with itself and preserving itself.”74 Hegel

emphasizes the importance of self-relation here: the animal is “the self for the self”75 and it

has a directly self-constitutive function. Hegel characterizes this self-constitutive function

as what is constitutive of this life: It is only as this self-reproductive being, not a mere being,

71 Hegel,The Phenomenology of Spirit, ¶266.
72 Hegel, ¶285.
73 Hegel, ¶291.
74 Hegel, Philosophy of Nature, §351.
75 Hegel, §351Z.
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that the living creates and preserves itself.”76

Likewise, it will be helpful here to draw on Hegel’s characterization of structure. Like

Kant and Aristotle, we see an idea of internal structure in terms of various parts or organs

serving specific functions to allow the animal to perform its own internally purposive self-

constitution. Yet, with the animal, Hegel holds that there is now a different kind of structure

than what we saw with plants in the form of sexual reproduction. A plant, Hegel remarks,

only has itself and its bud and so it cannot “transcend the stage of two independently existing

individuals.”77 By contrast, in sexually dimorphic animals, Hegel explains, we see that “a self-

subsistent individual, is, in this self-related universality, at the same time particularized into

the sex-relation, into a relation outwards with another individual.”78Why is this important?

With the development of a form of agency in animal life, we are seeing how that form of

agency is indexed to an elementary social structure. At the level of animal life, then, the

process of self-constitution in terms of reproduction cannot (at least much of the time) be

achieved asocially. Now my point here is not to lean on Hegel for a biology lesson (as we

have rather more updated knowledge now about asexual reproduction in animals and sexual

reproduction in plants), but rather it is to highlight how Hegel uses the notion of social

structure in conjunction with the self-constitutive function to establish relevant forms of

agency. We can think of this as what Hegel calls “the structural process” and it pervades

all levels of animal life. An animal as a living being is a structure that can be considered a

structure itself (i.e., an arrangement of parts within a whole) and this structure is, as alive,

76 Hegel, §352.
77 Hegel, §350Z.
78 Hegel, §355.
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a process: it is via this “structural process within structure itself” that an animal is able to

engage in self-constitution.79

How might this apply to agency more generally? Kenneth Walden provides an example

in his account of constitutivism. While Walden, like Korsgaard, offers a Kantian account

of agency and its norms, exactly how he specifies this account is significantly different.

Walden’s aim is to be able to explain (and normatively evaluate) agency as a system within

the purview of the social sciences. Understood this way, Walden holds, there are laws of

interpretation concerning what is involved in being an agent—that is, what kinds of laws and

principles to which one must conform (or at least try to conform) in order to be intelligible

(or at least partially intelligible) as an agent, and that a wide range of living beings can be

interpreted in this way. The kinds of explanation that we give for agency are related to the

conception of agency as “our ability to regulate our behavior through the reflective power of

reason” and we attempt to understand ourselves and interpret others through this lens.80

The principles that govern this are the norms of practical reasoning. Walden holds that

“the conditions of agency correspond to categorical norms because agency is a condition of

practical reasoning, and normative discourse only makes sense within the activity of practical

reasoning” and that, as agents, we are required to adhere to these categorial norms because

they are the conditions which allow for our interpretation of agents as agents. From this

point, Walden provides a Kantian account of the principles of action and agency. Walden’s

account here is complex, but, roughly speaking, his idea is the following. When we engage

79 Hegel, Philosophy of Nature, §356.
80 Walden, “Laws of Nature, Laws of Freedom, and the Social Construction of Normativity,”

49.
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in action, we are constituting the “material” of the “laws of agency.” Doing so requires that

we negotiate with others in how we are going to constitute these laws, and the terms of

the negotiation can only be those as among equals in the Kantian realm of ends. Thus, in

acting, we are constituting the laws of action (categorial norms of practical reason) jointly

with others, and this joint constitution of those laws requires that we follow the formula of

the realm of ends. For Walden, there is a symbiosis between laws of interpretation and the

principles of action and practical reason, and these are, on his view, both constitutive of and

normative for agents as the relevant kind. FromWalden, we can see that principles and laws

can extend into the social realm of interpretation and intelligibility. On this view, how we

make sense of each other depends on conforming to various principles and laws that are

required for the interpretation of ourselves (and others) as agents, and such laws, in Walden’s

view, have both a constitutive and normative component.

What I want to do here is highlight the lessons that this account of life sets up for us.

First, we see a deep continuity in life through self-constitution. What makes life intelligible

are the self-constitutive processes belonging to various forms of life. We see that different

forms of life have different forms of self-constitution that belong to them, and so what it

means for each form of life to perform its self-constitutive function will vary. Next, we can

notice how, as the animal form of agency develops up from a plant form of agency, we see new

forms of self-relation and self-constitution that were not previously present. This includes

both forms of self-constitution that are internal (e.g., with feeling), external (e.g., with a form

of self-movement in the environment), and rudimentary social relations. Finally, we see

an emphasis on structure. This includes internal structure and social structure. The latter
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has not been emphasized by self-constitution constitutivists, but it is nonetheless crucial:

what it is for certain animals to engage in self-constitution is not just to have a relation

to themselves but also for them to stand in a relation to other conspecifics. Whatever the

current and particular biological details, the overall framework remains nonetheless useful

because it provides us with a way of making life, in terms of self-constitutive functions and

social structure, intelligible.

With this framework in place, we can start to transition from plant and non-human

animal life to our life as self-conscious agents. There is an important distinction between

nature at the level of non-conscious plants and conscious non-human animals. On the one

hand, there is a kind of internal unity within non-human animal consciousness: that is,

there is a suturing of desire to the will. On the other hand, this results in a kind of radical

dependence on the outside world: a non-human animal is, in Hegel’s terms, “at the mercy

of the unreason of externality” and “is throughout its whole life entangled with other alien

existences.”81 Such dependency, it is clear, would be at odds with our agency: we would be

dependent (rather than autonomous), we would be alienated from nature (and from ourselves

in struggling with nature), and, in addition to dependence and alienation, we would find

ourselves “at the mercy of unreason.” Thus, while it is clear that, say, non-human animal life

engages in a form of self-constitution, it has sharp limits.

Luckily, on Hegel’s view, things are not quite so dire for us. In contrast to the above

picture of dependence, alienation, and unreason, what is transformative for us as a form of

life, on Hegel’s view, is self-consciousness. For example, after giving the above remarks on

81 Hegel, Philosophy of Nature, §248R.
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nature, Hegel notes that we can contrast this with self-conscious life (“Spirit”): “whereas in

every expression of Spirit there is contained the moment of free, universal self-relation.”82

What is possible for us, then, is a new mode of self-relation and self-constitution. Yet,

even though the constitutive function of self-constitution grounds an important continuity

between both merely conscious (animal) life and rational self-conscious (human) life. On

the other hand, with the transition from merely conscious animal life to self-conscious

human life, everything changes. Self-conscious rationality is not, to use Matthew Boyle’s

terminology, merely additive but instead is transformative.83When we human beings become

rational, self-conscious creatures, this changes in a literal sense the form of life that we live.

Because of this fundamental transformation in our form of life, subsequent sections will

focus extensive attention on the specifically human form of social self-constitution. In §4.2, I

argued that we ought to understand constitutive functions historically, and this is exactly the

picture that I propose for understanding social self-constitution as a constitutive function of

rational, self-conscious human life.

4.4. Social Self-Constitution

The contributions that sociality makes to the activity of self-constitution are complex and

multiple: they include things such as inter-subjective recognition, social self-interpretation,

roles, relationships, commitments, and so on, and we find that our self-constitution is an

activity riven with normative content grounded in those phenomena. We do not constitute

ourselves tabula rasa but in medias res. By this, I mean we are already constituted and in

82 Hegel, §248R.
83 Boyle, “Additive Theories of Rationality.”
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the process of constituting ourselves as who we are with various commitments, social rela-

tionships, roles, and histories. It is out of this initial timber that we must press and carve

ourselves into who we are. When we constitute ourselves as selves, we must do so with or

alongside other self-conscious human beings, and this, too, makes a normative difference:

we can constitute ourselves together as a joint project (such as in friendships or institutions),

we can be called on to constitute ourselves according to our roles and relationships, and

we can be judged, held responsible for, and asked to reasonably justify how we constitute

ourselves as selves. Yet how do we get to this robust view of sociality and normativity from

our current location?

My aim in the rest of this chapter is to continue climbing the constitutivist ladder. In

the previous section, I focused on how self-constitution is a constitutive function of life in

general and how we can understand the normative features applying to those forms of life in

terms of how well (or not) they perform the self-constitutive function belonging to that form

of life in order to make (and re-make) themselves into what they are. While not all forms of

life are able to conceive of themselves as agents as such, we are able to make sense of their

behavior as a kind of proto-agency (or a kind of agency proper to their form of life) in terms

of how they go about realizing this constitutive function. The next rung on the ladder is to

show how we transition away from self-constitution as a merely biological phenomenon and

as it applies to us as the kind of living beings—that is, the kind of agents—that we are.

When we encountered the problem of the normative, we saw that it was transformative for

us: it presented us with the challenge of standing in a new kind of relation to ourselves, our

reasons (or potential reasons), and others. In doing so, we become, in Matthew Boyle’s words,
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creatures who are “essentially different from their merely animal counterparts.”84We faced a

new self-constitutive challenge: not simply how to constitute ourselves as merely biological

beings, but how to constitute ourselves as self-conscious normative beings. The problem of

the normative presented us with the puzzle of how we could make ourselves into what kind

of agents we take ourselves to be in a normative sense: that we desire to direct ourselves

autonomously and by the reasons that we determine to be authoritative. In other words, we

faced the problem of constituting ourselves not merely in a biological sense as intelligent

apes but instead in a normative sense as a different form of life—as a different sort of agent.

I am going to argue in this section and the following ones that a strongly social account of

self-constitution as a constitutive function of agency helps to bridge this initial gap, whereas

weakly social accounts face trouble in doing so. Furthermore, my dynamic, developmental,

and strongly social constitutivist view helps us to explain how it is that we can continue

grounding normative features in agency. Analogous to how life differentiates itself into

different species yet still performs a self-constitutive function, so we are made into agents

with specific forms of self-constitution in virtue of our histories of constituting ourselves in

various social ways (such as in our relations, roles, and so on). While we cannot derive all

normative standards in advance for these different forms through which we specify ourselves

as agents, we can ground normative standards retrospectively in these forms of life and the

normative background that makes it intelligible.

In making my argument that social self-constitution is a constitutive function of our

agency and action here, I will proceed according to the following steps. First, I will focus

84 Boyle, “Additive Theories of Rationality,” 5.
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my attention on what is known as the paradox of self-constitution. I will argue that, in

resolving this paradox, one of the upshots is that we see that we need to specify the form of

life appropriate to our self-constitutive activity. To understand this, it is helpful to see how

this view builds on previous chapters. In chapter 2, I argued that we faced that problem of

the normative in virtue of our self-conscious and, just as importantly, social form of life, and,

in the previous sections of this chapter, I have argued that self-constitution is a constitutive

function of living agents but that the specific nature of such functions is indexed to the form

of life (e.g., the species) to which a living being belongs. In this section, I connect these

two ideas: the problem of the normative is (as Korsgaard has argued) indeed a problem of

self-constitution but we need to pay close attention regarding for whom (as a kind) it is a

problem. It is a problem that arises, as I argued in chapter 2 and chapter 3, in virtue of

sociality.

4.4.1. Social Self-Constitution and Our Form of Life

To transition between life itself and our form of life, I will draw on what Korsgaard calls the

paradox of self-constitution. I argue that the paradox of self-constitution cannot be

defused simply by showing that we can engage in a process of self-constitution, but rather that

we need an account of how it is that we come to engage in the process of self-constitution

corresponding to our form of life as relevant to the problem of the normative.85 In other words,

it is not enough to say that we are engaged already in a process of self-constitution in virtue

85 This drives us back, I suggest, to the Kantian paradox. The Kantian paradox is, in a
sense, a paradox of self-constitution: how do we constitutive ourselves as normatively
authoritative agents at all? We saw earlier that we cannot solve this problem alone and so
having a social perspective may offer us a way out of this conundrum.
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of being alive (so are bears and squirrels), but, rather, it is important to explain how it is that

you are engaged in one activity that is normatively binding (self-constitution as a person)

rather than one with fewer normative demands (as a merely biological entity). Following the

discussion of the Kantian Paradox in §2.3.2.1, the idea here is not just that we can’t establish

normative authority by ourselves but that we can’t even really constitute ourselves as the

relevant form of life without sociality.

There are two parts to this paradox. Thefirst part of the paradox concerns the impossibility

of self-constitution. (Here I am following Korsgaard’s characterization closely.) If you are

not already there—that is, your self is not already constituted—then how can you engage in

self-constitution?86 If you are already there, then why do you need to constitute yourself?

That is, for self-constitution to get off the ground, it seems like there already has to be a

self that can constitute itself. If your self is not already constituted then self-constitution is

impossible. Call this the Impossibility of Self-Constitution. If self-constitution is possible, then,

it seems that there must be a self already constituted that can engage in self-constitution.

But if there is a self already constituted, then it’s not clear why self-constitution is necessary.

That is, you’re already there, so why do you need to go on engaging in self-constitution. Call

this the Redundancy of Self-Constitution.87

86 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 35.
87 Now this might appear not to be a problem: after all, why is it supposed to be a problem

if self-constitution is redundant? But remember from the overview of constitutivism
that constitutivism aims to get normative standards out of constitutive features and it does
so by showing that the constitutive features of agency are necessary and inescapable.
But if self-constitution is essentially redundant, then this forcing maneuver fails: it is
not necessary to continuously engage in self-constitution. Like chess, self-constitution
becomes an optional activity. But the whole point of constitutivism was to get binding
normative standards out of constitutive features of agency.
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There are two ways that Korsgaard can attack this problem. The first is by attacking

Impossibility. Her line here is that the objection misinterprets her view. “The picture here is

not,” Korsgaard says, “of a craftsman who is, mysteriously, his own product. The picture here

is of the self-constitutive process that is the essence of life.”88When we reconceptualize this

not as a craftsman–product relationship but as an on-going process or activity, Korsgaard claims,

“the paradox of self-constitution…is no paradox at all.”89 We might think of Korsgaard as

saying here that we’re always necessarily engaged in a process of self-re-constitution. If we

have this view, then, according to Korsgaard, Impossibility disappears. The second would be

by attacking Redundancy. It is not that we are always and forever persons on this view, but

rather that our personhood is constituted by our activity of making and remaking ourselves

as persons over time through our rational activity. When we feel like our agency is being torn

about because the parts of our selves are divided, we are called to re-constitute our selves and

unify ourselves through deliberative choice and action. On Korsgaard’s view, this happens all

the time: as persons, we are constantly encountering the problem of the normative and being

called to solve it through action, and, in doing so, Korsgaard thinks, we constitute ourselves

as persons. “Personhood,” as Korsgaard puts it, “is quite literally a form of life, and being a

person, like being a living thing, is being engaged in an activity of self-constitution.”90

In the response to Impossibility, Korsgaard suggests that we shift away from the craftsman–

product view to the on-going process or activity view. If self-constitution is an activity in

which we are already engaged, so the idea goes, then the puzzle doesn’t arise because we

88 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 42.
89 Korsgaard, 42.
90 Korsgaard, 42.
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don’t need to conjure ourselves out of thin air. Instead, we just need to go on doing what

we’ve always been doing all along. Yet, even when we shift to the activity view, a natural

question arises: How is it that we have come to participate successfully in this activity of

constituting and reconstituting our selves as persons? To see what I mean by this question,

let’s return to Korsgaard’s Giraffe. Korsgaard’s Giraffe has a fairly simple story concerning its

self-constitution: to constitute itself as a giraffe, it goes on doing giraffey things, like eating

leaves, running from lions, and reproducing giraffes. If we were merely primates, we would

have a fairly simply story of self-constitution, too: we could just go on being primates by

eating food, running from predators, and reproducing. But we are more than just primates.

We are, or at least try to be, autonomous persons, and so we need a distinctive story for how

it is that autonomous personhood gets in the game. Notice here that we have the problem of

moving from a thin (or, in Railton’s terms, low brow) concept of agency to a thick (or high

brow) concept of agency.

Korsgaard’s answer for this is that it involves the essential structure of reflective self-

consciousness. Like we saw earlier, when we encounter the problem of the normative, we

need a reason to go on. For us to be autonomous, we have to act on a law that we legislate for

ourselves, and, on Kant and Korsgaard’s story, this just is the categorical imperative. So, then,

when we give ourselves the law, we unify ourselves as rational agents and we overcome the

problem of the normative—we constitute ourselves as persons. But there is a worry with this

story. That worry takes the form of another paradox, which Robert Pippin and Terry Pinkard

have called the Kantian Paradox, as discussed extensively in §2.3.2.1. Now, if this is right,

what it shows is that Korsgaard has merely shifted the Impossibility side of the Paradox of
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Self-Constitution back one level. That is, suppose that we accept Korsgaard’s move from

the craftsman–product model to the activity model. The activity that we are engaged in is

autonomous self-legislation, through which we constitute ourselves as persons. But, at least

if the Kantian Paradox holds, it’s not clear just how we are ever to have successfully started

engaging in that activity in the first place.

Now it’s important to point out that this paradox is due to the weakly social structure of

Korsgaard’s account of agency. The problem with Kant’s view, from a Hegelian perspective,

is that the individual agent is attempting to do all of the normative work on his or her own,

and this turns out to be inadequate. We can contrast this with a strongly social concept of

agency, such as a Hegelian one. Because I cannot establish my normative authority—my

autonomy—on my own, I require recognition from another who I recognize as having the

authority to recognize me. If another so recognizes me, then we stand in a relationship of

mutual recognition to each other. On this competing picture, it is through these relationships

of recognition that we are, finally, able to establish normative authority throughwhich we can

constitute ourselves as autonomous agents. So Korsgaard is right that we do need an activity

model to deal with the Paradox of Self-Constitution, but such a model must be strongly

social.

In chapter 3, we saw that the recognition has both a synchronic and a diachronic element

to it, and, in order for recognition to be successful in establishing our agency, it goes through

various failed stages until it comes to mutual recognition. The insight that we can draw from

this is that resolving the paradox of self-constitution is not as simple as internal reunification.

Rather, in order to be engaged in the proper process of self-constitution that corresponds to
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our form of life, it is necessary to stand in the right sociohistorical relation to this kind of

history. Without it, there are only two remaining options: either self-constitution remains

merely biological or, if not, then it starts at an early stage in the diachronic process and

proceeds through a series of struggles until we are able to establish a structure of mutual

recognition that allows us to engage in the right kind of self-constitution. What the paradox

of self-constitution shows is the challenge of moving from a rather sparse view of

self-constitution (e.g., as merely biological maintenance) to a more robust and normatively

forceful view of self-constitution with all of our thick commitments and identities. How

can we make sense of this? We need some kind of explanation for how it is that these the

normative features applying to us have the force that they do. I suggest that we can look at

both the etiological history of our self-constitution and the social structure through which

we perform this function.

Consider two ways of facing a self-constitutive problem. On the one hand, as Korsgaard

puts it, there are cases where the internal parts of us are tearing at each other, and, when we

make choice (through our reason), we pull ourselves together and unify ourselves. Another

way of thinking about the problem of self-constitution is social terms. For example, in

the discussion of the early recognitive struggles, we might think of those as inter-agential

challenges concerning which one of the parties will be able to establish themselves as a self.91

When we encounter dyadic and dialogical challenges (as we saw in chapter 2 and chapter 3),

these challenges are, in a sense, calling on us to engage in self-constitution. On this social

view, self-constitution is not simply about internal unification but it is about making oneself

91 That is, a self in the relevant sense that we have been discussing. As we saw with Hegel’s,
there may be other kinds of “selves” that do not face the problem of the normative.
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into a locus of normatively responsibility in social space. Furthermore, when we act, we

act on the basis of a socially-mediated self-conception according to which we understand

ourselves and our reasons.

In the earlier sections of this chapter, I offered an etiological and contextual account

of constitutive functions. In the case of self-constitution, there is a history to our self-

constitution and when we ask why we are the kind of agents or selves that we are, we can

offer a grounding explanation based on such an etiology. That is, we can explain why we

are the kind of agents that we are (rather than merely biological) in virtue of this history of

self-constitution that came before us. Furthermore, this history of self-constitution must

be understood within its proper context of the recognitive structure or polyadic recognitive

web. We understand ourselves as who we are in virtue of our own histories (both in terms of

our form of life as self-conscious agents in generally and ourselves personally) in virtue of

how we have navigated that recognitive web.

These two elements combine to offer us new replies to various challenges facing constitu-

tivism. For example, while it may be correct that we cannot derive the normative content

that will emerge out of initial social struggles concerning recognition, we can ground our

normative explanations in terms of how we resolved (or are trying to resolve) those struggles

so that we make ourselves into the self-conscious agents that we are.

4.4.2. Self-Constitution as a Constitutive Function of Our Agency

Before turning to my account of self-constitution itself, it will be helpful to briefly take stock

of my argumentative line up to this point. First, I argued that constitutive functions are
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best understood in terms of a hybrid etiological account: the constitutive function of a kind

involves an explanation of the existence of that kind by reference to that kind’s history of

undertaking a certain activity with regard to an end, and the etiological account of that

activity should be contextualized in terms of the larger system(s) to which that activity (and

its relevant aspects) belong. Second, I argued that life has the constitutive function of self-

constitution: we can explain why a form of life (e.g., a species) exists as the form of life it

does by explaining its existence purposively in terms of the activities it undertakes with the

end of self-constitution. Third, because we ourselves are a form of life, it follows that we

have this self-constitutive function. Yet, even so, we need to specify which form of life this

self-constitutive function applies to: does it apply to us as a merely conscious biological

form of life whose self-constitutive activities are exhausted in relatively basic biological

functions (e.g., eating, drinking, reproducing) or does it apply to us as a self-conscious form of

life whose self-constitutive activities go beyond the biological realm? In order to provide

solutions to various corresponding problems (the problem of the normative, the paradox of

self-constitution, and the Kantian paradox), it must be the latter. Yet, if so, how do we begin

to constitute ourselves as self-conscious agents? As I argued in chapter 3, such a solution

involves standing in a mutually recognitive structure with other agents. It is through this

recognitive structure, so I argued, that we are able to begin to make ourselves into agents:

we are able to take on, ascribe, and have affirmed the status of our kind as self-conscious agent.

I want to emphasize the important link here between the structure of recognition and the

function of self-constitution: we perform the function of self-constitution through the structure

of recognition. In the problem of the normative, we see that we confront other agents in
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terms of our normative status as agents. When we encounter these challenges from others,

we begin to take ourselves to be different and this initial recognitive orectic split, as I argued,

allows us to stand in a different relationship to the normative authority of our desires than

previously. In transforming the relation that we have to our desires, as I argued, we begin

to have a self-conception (not yet affirmed) of ourselves as an independent, normatively

authoritative agent, and we desire to have this self-conception recognized by others. This is

one of the first etiological steps on the path of self-constitution as our constitutive function.

When we are able to have this new relation to ourselves—to begin to be able to take or desire

to take ourselves as something, we are at the early stages of having a self-conception. As Robert

Brandom points out, even this early transformative moment can be put in terms of self-

constitution because there is “a distinctive kind of self-transformation: making themselves be

different by taking themselves to be different.”92

On the one hand, this is a recognitive problem: we desire to be recognized as self-conscious

agents. On the other hand, it is a self-constitution problem: we desire tomake ourselves into the

kind of agent specified under that initial self-conception. These two aspects of the problem

proceed together: we have a recognitive challenge that puts into question our ability to perform

our function of self-constitution as agents,93 and, on a Hegelian view, to be self-conscious, one

must recognize and be recognized by another: “self-consciousness is in and for itself while as

a result of its being in and for itself in another; i.e., recognized being.”94The problem of the

normative, as we saw, involved us being challenged by others over our self-conception: we

92 Brandom, A Spirit of Trust, 235.
93 I mean this here in a meta-normative sense, as argued in chapter 2.
94 Pinkard, Hegel’s ‘Phenomenology’, ¶178.
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desired to be and be recognized as normatively authoritative as agents, but, when confronted

by another over this demand, we were unable to establish this self-conception as normatively

authoritative.95

We find ourselves returning to the form of this problem: I desire to be who I conceive of

myself as being, and I desire to have this self-conception recognized and affirmed for me by

another because I cannot simply establishmy self-conception as normatively authoritative

by self-fiat. My self-conception cannot simply be automatically granted normative validity

by myself alone. If so, it would make this desire entirely hollow. If I just am whoever I

desire to be, then there is no normative weight behind this decision. Furthermore, if self-

constitution is a constitutive function of our agency, as I am arguing, then, if self-constitution

is to do any normative work at all, there must be a sense in which I am not assured to meet

the normative standards issuing from it no matter what self-conception I have. Given our

response to the paradox of self-constitution—that we are constantly called, through social

relations, to engage in self-constitution—this should not be surprising to us. There is, then,

a presupposition of normative authority grounded in sociality embedded within our activity

of taking ourselves to be something at all.

There is a sociohistorical element to this self-constitution: insofar as we constitute

ourselves according to our self-conception, it is because we have performed that activity in a

way that is recognized by others. That is, our self-conception, if normatively authoritative, has

a history and a social status of being recognized by others. For any agent to be a self-conscious

agent, their self-relation involves a self-conception. Whether or not this self-relation under a

95 At least in the early stages of the diachronic development of our agency.
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self-conception is established as normatively authoritative involves the history and social status

of that agent with respect to their self-conception: is it recognized by others or is it not? To

such an agent to constitute themselves successfully according to that self-conception, they

must have a certain history and status within the recognitive structure.

Now we can begin to notice some of the important consequences of this here. The first

is that, in taking ourselves to be a kind of agent, we make ourselves into that kind of agent.

What this means is that our form of life has a specific self-constitutive function proper to it.

Second, this sets us up with a commitment in virtue of our self-conception: if I takemyself as

something, then I have a commitment to being what I take myself as. How this commitment

finds its validation is complex, but we can notice the role of both agency and action here. If

I takemyself to be a great chess player, then, in order to be a great chess player, I must be

recognized as a great chess player. But this recognition, to mean anything at all in terms of

satisfying my own self-conception, cannot come only from myself, but it must come from

others within a recognitive structure. What falls out of this, then, is that the very structure of

our agency as self-conscious creatures with a self-conception implies that we have certain

commitments that we find motivating to us (after all, we are the ones who initially set the

self-conception), that require recognitive sociality for their validation, and, in terms of being

something in the world, this will set us with standards for our standards. If I takemyself to

be a great chessplayer, then I must do something to be a great chessplayer in a way that is

recognized not only by myself but by others as well.

These two elements combine to offer us new replies to various challenges facing constitu-

tivism. For example, while it may be correct that we cannot derive the normative content
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that will emerge out of initial social struggles concerning recognition, we can ground our

normative explanations in terms of how we resolved (or are trying to resolve) those struggles

so that we can make ourselves into the self-conscious agents that we are. This history of

self-constitution must be understood within its proper context of the recognitive structure

or polyadic recognitive web. We understand ourselves as who we are in virtue of our own

histories (both in terms of our form of life as self-conscious agents in general and ourselves

personally) in virtue of how we have navigated that recognitive web and how we decide to

take up a position in it.

This diachronic structure holds for a large sweep of history, but we can also see that

we, ourselves, have recognitive histories with other agents. Brandom here emphasizes that

self-conscious creatures are distinct from merely conscious creatures in that self-conscious

creatures “have histories.”96 By a “history” Brandommeans to say that self-conscious creatures

exhibit “a sequence of partially self-constituting self-transformations, mediated at every

stage by their self-conceptions, and culminating in them being what they currently are.”97 So

then, in order to understand what a self-conscious creature is in itself, you have to look at its

history of self-constitution.

On this point it is helpful to tie it back to the view of constitutive functions developed

earlier in this chapter. As we saw, according to an etiological account of functions, what

something’s constitutive function is gets determined by the characteristic activity (in relation

to an end) that can explain why that kind of thing is the kind of thing that it is—that is, we

have both parts: we have the function part (the characteristic activity in relation to an end)

96 Brandom, A Spirit of Trust, 236.
97 Brandom, 236.
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and the constitutive part, where in we can give an explanation for a kind’s existence in virtue

of that kind’s exercise of a certain function. Thus, we have an etiological and functional

grounding for kindhood. Whether or not a particular member of the kind performs that

function does not determine whether or not the function explains why they are what they are

in virtue of the function. We can normatively or evaluatively assess a member of that kind

based on whether or not they perform the function that is etiologically constitutive of that

kind.

Now here we can apply this basic insight to self-constitution in terms of an etiological

function. Self-constitution has a history of various transformations in self-consciousness that

aremediated socially through inter-agential interactions. It is in virtue of this etiology that we

are the kind of thing that we are. By that, I mean not just that we are human animals but that

we are self-conscious human animals. Recall from the paradox of self-constitution

that we had the problem of explaining why we constitute ourselves as self-conscious persons

rather than asmerely animals with human bodies. Our form of sociality is what gets us into

the game of self-constitution in the first place, and it is on this basis that we are able to

explain why we are the kind of agents that we are: our self-constitutive histories are those of

a kind performing socially and together the activity of self-constitution.

There is an important distinction, as we’ve seen, between autotelic and heterotelic func-

tions. Heterotelic functions have their end outside of themselves, whereas autotelic functions

have their own activity as an end. As Korsgaard pointed out correctly in discussing the para-

dox of self-constitution, self-constitution cannot be understood on the craftsman–product

model and so we should not classify it as heterotelic. Rather, self-constitution is an autotelic
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function: the self performing the activity takes such an activity as its own end.

In his Lectures on the Philosophy of Spirit, Hegel provides a concise statement of his view

concerning the development of self-consciousness.98 “Self-consciousness,” Hegel notes here,

“has three forms (1) desire, (2) relation of mastery and servitude, (3) the determination of

self-consciousness as universal.”99These are the three forms that we have been discussing so

far (largely in terms of recognition), and they are helpful in understanding the justification

for our participation in the activity of self-constitution. The first form, as we have seen, is (or

is like) the kind of desire that even mere animals have and, given the specific structure of the

problem of the normative that we face, remaining at this level will not solve the problem for

us. The second form, as we discussed in the chapter on recognition, likewise is inadequate:

the kind of recognition (i.e., “only a formal recognition is attained, but this is not a substantial

recognition by an independent free consciousness as free self-consciousness [as such]”)100

cannot solve the problem set by the problem of the normative and its limitedness results in a

kind of alienation of each agent from each other.

It is in the third form of self-consciousness that Hegel thinks our solution lies, and, by

looking at Hegel’s remarks here, we can gain a sense of its relation to self-constitution. The

third form of self-consciousness, as Hegel notes, is one in which there is mutual recognition

between two agents. Such mutual recognition, Hegel explains, allows us to preserve our own

consciousness of our freedom (as agents) in other: “I am free in the consciousness of the

98 This view is developed in more detail in the “Self-Consciousness” section of the Phe-
nomenology, of course, but I think the straightforward statement of it in the lectures here
can be easier to restate.

99 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of Spirit, trans. Robert R.
Williams (1827–8; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007).

100 Hegel, 192.
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freedom of my self-consciousness, so that I obtain and preserve my freedom in the other

self-consciousness.”101That is, we no longer see ourselves as entirely dependent on an alien

natural world to satisfy our desires, nor do we relate to each other in one-sided modes of

mastery or servitude. Rather, though this mutual recognition, we take each other to be agents

(i.e., freedom, independent, self-determining) and we are taken by the other to be such as well.

This mutual recognition results in a co-self-constitution of each agent as the kind of agent

they are. In taking each other and themselves to be agents (through mutual recognition), they

make themselves into agents.

Hegel notes that, importantly, there is a satisfaction that each self-conscious agent as a

self-conscious agent finds in this kind of relation. In the Phenomenology of Spirit, for example,

Hegel makes the famous claim that “Self-consciousness attains its satisfaction only in another self-

consciousness.”102 One of the reasons for this, Hegel points out, is that “the limit or restriction

that previously was immanent in desire and self-seeking is canceled.”103 I think it is worth

quoting Hegel at length on how this third form of self-consciousness overcomes such a

limitation:

Self-consciousness thus reaches beyond itself; it continues in an other self-

consciousness so that there are no longer two self-seeking individuals opposed

to each other; rather there is a single self-consciousness, and thus it is a universal

self-consciousness. Insofar as it is a particular it is separate from the other. These

abstract determinations are present in muchmore concrete forms. The substance

101 Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of Spirit, 193.
102 Hegel,The Phenomenology of Spirit, ¶175.
103 Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of Spirit, 194.
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of this self-consciousness is the universality of a self-knowledge that leaves be-

hind self-seeking [particularity] and that continues itself in union with the other.

This condition is found in love. I exclude all others, and precisely because I am

this singularity, I am no longer a self-seeking I but a free self-consciousness that

knows itself in an other, and since I know this, I knowmyself to be identical with

myself.104

Thishelps us to provide a response concerningwhywe should go on constituting ourselves:

it is through self-constitution that we are both able to realize the kind of desire set to us

in the problem of the normative and that we are able to overcome both our internal and

external forms of alienation. In chapter 1, I argued that it was important that constitutivism

be able to give an account of the way in which an agent would be motivated to comply with

whatever constitutive feature turns out to apply to that agent normatively. One upshot of

this self-consciousness-based account is that we also get an account of motivation in terms

of the satisfaction of self-consciousness.

With this rough idea of social self-constitution on the table, we can now turn to some of

the more specific elements of social self-constitution as a constitutive function of agency. I

will look at the notion of practical identity and social self-constitution. Here I will take a

social perspective on Korsgaard’s view of practical identity and I will argue that there are

certain problems facing her account in virtue of its weakly social structure.

104 Hegel, 194.
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4.4.3. Practical Identity and Social Self-Constitution

In the following section, I want to show how we can begin to shift to a strongly social

perspective on self-constitution through practical identity. I will start by highlighting some

worries with Korsgaard’s account and then outline how a strongly social constitutivist may

revise an account of practical identity to respond to these worries.

In Sources of Normativity, Korsgaard introduces the concept of a practical identity, which

is “a description under which you value yourself[.]”105 In her later work, Korsgaard gives our

practical identity a central role in self-constitution. Recall that, in constituting ourselves, we

are “pulling ourselves back together.”106We are pulling our various identities into “a single

practical identity.”107 The self-conceptions that integrate us provide us with our identities

as agents. These descriptions that form our self-conception will “give rise to reasons and

obligations” based on what our identity recommends or forbids.108

105 Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity, 101.
106 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 126.
107 Korsgaard, 126.
108 Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity, 101 Korsgaard provides the example of the Monk

and the Knight here. The Monk says lying is sinful and the Knight says that lying is
dishonorable (Korsgaard, §2.3.5). Korsgaard notes that the Monk and the Knight “do
not mean exactly the same thing” because “the Monk is saying something about the
lie’s effect on his soul” but “the Knight is saying something about the lie’s effect on his
reputation” (Korsgaard, 73).

To be precise, we need to distinguish between one’s practical identity in the singular
and one’s practical identities in the plural. As Korsgaard points out in Sources, most
people have a “jumble” of particular practical identities, such as “roles and relationships,
citizenship, memberships in ethnic or religious groups, causes, vocations, professions,
and offices” (Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 101). We can think of a practical identity,
Korsgaard says, as “a rolewith a point” (Korsgaard, 21). In otherwords, practical identities
are teleologically defined roles. We can recall that, as part of the function argument in
the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle states that “in general for whatever has some function
and action, the good—the doing well—seems to lie in the function” and a good kind of
that thing will lie in its function (e.g., a good doctor performs the function of healing
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For Korsgaard, we construct our overall practical identity out of a jumble of more partic-

ular practical identities. Our particular practical identities, Korsgaard explains, provide us

with incentives and, in making a decision, use principles to construct an overall practical

identity for which the incentives become inclinations. On Korsgaard’s view, it is not simply

that we conform to our practical identities as static roles, but rather that “we also face the task

of uniting them into a coherent whole.”109This is the task of self-constitution. For example,

suppose that someone is both a doctor and a parent. The doctor wants to join Doctors

Without Borders to travel overseas to help heal people in a war-torn region, while the parent

wants to stay at home in a stable practice to provide their child with a good childhood. The

identities of doctor and parent are, in this case, providing distinct incentives to the agent

and may provide differing principles about what to do. The task of practical deliberation

in this case is deciding on an action and constructing a coherent practical identity in the

well) (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1098a25, 10). This is not to say, Korsgaard notes,
that there cannot be any discussion or debate about just how to inhabit particular roles
but rather that “it is with reference to the role or point of that form of identity that
thought and argument about different interpretations of that form of identity can go on”
(Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 21).

Earlier we saw that Korsgaard noted that incentives and principles come in “natural
pairs.” This is also the case, she thinks, for practical identity. While we described
practical identity in an Aristotelian way above, Korsgaard also holds that we can explain
the point in a more Kantian way in terms of incentives and principles. First, practical
identities are “standing sources of incentives” (Korsgaard, 22). That is, they help to
determine how the world shows up in terms of motivationally loaded representations,
and so a doctor may see a patient as to-be-healed or a teacher might see a student as
to-be-taught. Second, we can consider a particular practical identity, Korsgaard says, “as
a set of principles” (Korsgaard, 21). We can recall that, for Korsgaard, principles are what
transform incentives into inclinations. For example, as a rough example, a doctor sees a
patient as to-be-healed (an incentive) and because a doctor has the principle of “heal the
sick” (a principle), the incentive is turned into an inclination—that is, into a response
that involves healing (or trying to heal) the patient.

109 Korsgaard, 21.
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face of competing incentives.110 In other words, the aim engages in “reunification” and

“reconstitution” and what decision and action the agent takes will constitute that agent as a

unified agent.111

According to Korsgaard, our practical identities are normative for us: they are what

give rise to both our reasons and our obligations: “Your reasons express your identity,

your nature; your obligations spring from what your identity forbids.”112This is intimately

tied to reflection for Korsgaard. Reasons, which express our practical identities, “arise

from reflective endorsement”113 and obligations arise from “reflective rejection.”114When an

incentive presents itself as a proposal, a person reflects using the principles in her practical

identity. If, upon reflection, she endorses the incentive it is a reason for action for her, or, if

she rejects the incentive based on her principle, it is an obligation not turn that incentive

into an inclination for action.115

In addition to reasons, our practical identities also give rise to our obligations. Our

obligations, Korsgaard says, are what our identity forbids. In this sense, Korsgaard thinks

110 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 126.
111 Korsgaard, 126.
112 Korsgaard, 101.
113 Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity, 102.
114 Korsgaard, 102.
115 To understand Korsgaard’s first point—that your reasons express your identity—it is

helpful to remember how she interprets Aristotle’s logos. A logos, Korsgaard says, is
a “description of an action for Aristotle” (Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 10). The orthos
logos—usually translated as the right reason—is rendered by Korsgaard as the “right
principle” (Korsgaard, 10). So, then, when Korsgaard says that a practical identity gives
rise to your reasons or that your reasons express your identity, she is saying that identity
is expressed by the practical principles that you have chosen. There are many cases
where you can but are not required to act on these principles, such as when the doctor
runs an extra free clinic for impoverished local residents. Although the doctor may not
be required to run the extra clinic, doing so is expressive of the reasons or principles that
she has as a charitable doctor.
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that all obligations are unconditional.116 For example, suppose that the practical identity

of a doctor is defined in part by the Hippocratic Oath’s principle primum non nocere. If so,

then doctors would have an obligation not to harm their patients because the principle of

non-harm is just part of what it is to be a doctor.117 If a doctor violates this principle, then,

being a doctor is no longer a description under which that person can value themselves—they

lose their integrity and their identity as a doctor.

It is important that we make a distinction between deep and non-deep obligations for

Korsgaard. Non-deep obligations are those obligations that we have while we adopt a

particular practical identity but we can give up that identity without undermining our agency.

By contrast, deep obligations are unconditional obligations that we cannot give up without

undermining our integrity as agents or our practical identity. Korsgaard writes the following:

It is the conceptions of ourselves that are most important to us that give rise to

unconditional obligations. For to violate them is to lose your integrity and so

your identity, and to no longer be who you are. That is, it is to no longer be able

to think of yourself under a certain description under which you value yourself

and find your life to be worth living and your actions to be worth undertaking. It

is to be for all practical purposes dead or worse than dead.118

116 This point, as we will see, is disputable. It seems that non-deep obligations may in fact
be better understood as conditional obligations: if you are going to have this-and-such
practical identity, then you must comply with the prohibitions arising from it.

117 To be sure, as we saw above, there can be a lot of debate about what constitutes harm or
not and how we should interpret the identity of being a doctor. The point is simply that,
if primum non nocere is a principle that governs being a doctor, then it gives rise to the
obligation not to harm.

118 Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity, 102.
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For example, suppose that being a doctor is a crucial part of my identity such that, if

I were no longer able to value myself as a doctor, I would not longer find life to be worth

living. In this case, the principle primum non nocere, as part of the practical identity of doctor,

would give me the deep, unconditional obligation to do no harm.119 If I violate this principle,

then I lose my identity as that agent, and, if that particular practical identity is sufficiently

important to my overall practical identity, then my overall practical identity may suffer a

irreversible blow. We should draw attention to Korsgaard’s metaphor about the significance

of this: it is being “for all practical purposes dead or worse than dead.”120

We can make a distinction between two different kinds of practical identity: contingent

and necessary. “Our practical identities are, for the most part,” Korsgaard says, “contin-

gent.”121 She notes that we can acquire these contingent practical identities in different ways.

We can make a distinction between practical identities that we have voluntarily and ones that

we have non-voluntarily. For non-voluntary practical identities, these are often the result of

circumstance, such as practical identities into which we are born (such as being someone’s

child or the citizen of a particular country). For voluntary practical identities, Korsgaard

makes a distinction between reasoned and arbitrary. For example, a reasoned voluntary prac-

119 This is not to say that other identities, such as human being, could not also provide this
obligation.

120 Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity, 102. Some commentators take this as a kind of hyper-
bole or dramatic statement that Korsgaard is making. However, we should note that,
for Korsgaard, a form of life is defined teleologically: to be a kind of living thing (as we
have seen with giraffes) is to be engaged in constantly constituting and reconstituting
yourself as that form of life, and this applies to persons: “what it is to be a person…is just
to be engaged in the activity of constantly making yourself into a person” (Korsgaard,
Self-Constitution, 42). If I lose an identity that is essential to my ability to makemyself into
the kind of person that I am, then, on Korsgaard’s view, I am no longer able to constitute
myself as the same form of life that I was—that is, I am for all practical purposes dead.

121 Korsgaard, 23.

358



tical identity is one like “joining a profession that is worthwhile and suits your talents or

devoting yourself to a cause in which you ardently believe.”122 Arbitrary ones are those that

we sort of “drift into” voluntarily, such as “drift[ing] into a profession by way of a summer

job.”123 All of these forms of practical identity remain contingent, says Korsgaard, because

“whether you treat them as a source of reasons or obligations is up to you.”124 Contingent

practical identities are descriptions that we can give up regarding how we value ourselves,

and, when we do that, they no longer have a normative hold on us.

In our quotidian lives, Korsgaard notes, we often face a kind of everyday normativity:

“the normativity of laws and demands of professional obligation, sexual fidelity, personality

loyalty, and everyday etiquette.”125 Although we can call these into question and we often

do, she notes, what is striking is that “our resistance so often fails” and we find ourselves

necessitated by them. What explains this necessitation? For Korsgaard, there are two aspects

of this necessitation: the grounds of authority and the psychological mechanism that enforces

that authority. Because practical identities involve both incentives and principles, Korsgaard

thinks that they are well-positioned to explain this sort of everyday normativity. As Korsgaard

will put it, our practical identities “define…contingent forms of duty and the noble.”126

By contrast, necessary practical identities are practical identities which we cannot give up.

As we will see below, our necessary practical identities give rise to deep and unconditional

obligations for us. What is the relationship between contingent forms of practical identity

122 Korsgaard, 23.
123 Korsgaard, 23.
124 Korsgaard, 23.
125 Korsgaard, 2.
126 Korsgaard, 21–22.
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and our necessary practical identity as self-conscious, rational human beings? There are

different aspects under which we can explain this. The first one involves the problem of the

normative. According to the problem of the normative, we, as self-conscious agents, need

reasons in order to act. To have reasons in order to act, we require principles, and these

principles are supplied by our practical identity. This is how we generate our reasons for

action and thus solve the problem of the normative. The second one involves value, and

it runs in two directions. According to the first direction, we go from valuing ourselves

as rational beings to having particular practical identities. Korsgaard’s idea here is that

we necessarily value ourselves as rational beings. To value ourselves as rational beings, we

need to do so under certain descriptions, which involves having a practical identity.127 On

the second direction, we go from having particular practical identities to valuing ourselves

as a person-in-general. Her idea here is that, in order to constitute yourself as a particular

person under a particular set of practical identities, you have to integrate your practical

identities into a single cohesive whole. To do this, she thinks, “you must commit to your

value as a person-in-general, that is, as a rational agent.”128Why is this? Because the only

way, Korsgaard thinks, that we are able to unify our particular practical identities is through

the principles of practical reason.

However, despite its attractions, there are problems. In this section, I will examine

127 That is, valuing ourselves under particular practical identities and constructing our
practical identity out of those is a way of valuing ourselves as rational beings. Now this
is not, on Korsgaard’s view, merely optional: rather, “we owe it to ourselves, to our own
humanity, to find some roles that we can fill with integrity and dedication” and, she
says, in doing so “we commit ourselves to the value of humanity just as such” (Korsgaard,
Self-Constitution, 24).

128 Korsgaard, 25.
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Korsgaard’s account of practical identity, and I will set out a number of potential problems

for it. Although I agree with Korsgaard that practical identity is an important constitutive

feature of agency, I will argue that her weakly social approach to practical identity does not

present a satisfying solution to some of these problems. By contrast, I will argue that we

should take a strongly social approach to practical identity as a constitutive feature of agency.

ThePractical-Identityless Agent Problem. Themost straightforward challenge to Korsgaard’s

account of practical identity as a constitutive feature of agency argues that, while most agents

do in fact have a practical identity, having a practical identity is not necessary for agency at

all. To the contrary, the objector says, why can’t there be an agent who undertakes action

without a conception of their practical identity? If this is possible, the objector says, then

even if there is normative content that is unconditionally binding for agents under some

practical identity, it is nonetheless possible for those agents to retreat back to a kind of

practical-identityless agency and avoid being bound by the obligations mandated by the

principles constituting the practical identity.

The natural constitutivist response to the Practical-Identityless Agency Problem would

be to simply deny that there can be agents without a conception of their practical identity.

To a certain degree, this is right. For any self-conscious agent, having a conception of their

practical identity is a constitutive feature of their agency. This is because, as Korsgaard

points out, to have a practical identity for a self-conscious agent is to be able to determine

what sorts of potential reasons count as reasons for that agent, and, in order to determine

what reasons are going to count as reasons for an agent, that agent must be able to do so

under a description or an interpretation of how they value themselves as agents.

361



However, in another sense, this can’t be quite right: as we saw earlier, Korsgaard holds

that there are some agents, such as non-human animals, who are agents but who do not have

practical identity. Animals may be agents and they may even be animals who respond to

reasons, although not as reasons, such as when a cheetah has a reason to chase a gazelle

for food. What is distinct about these kinds of agents is that they do not possess self-

consciousness nor do they face what Korsgaard calls the problem of the normative. That is,

although their needs and desiresmay give them reasons, they are not aware of them as reasons,

nor are they about to questionwhether or not they should treat them as reasons. AsKorsgaard

puts it elsewhere, such agents are do not have any “reflective distance” between themselves

and their desires, and, because of this, the problem of the normative simply does not arise for

them. Because there are such agents, it must be the case that practical-identityless agency is

possible.

Although practical-identityless is possible in this sense, this possibility is still not enough

to show that this is a problem for practical-identity constitutivism. Here’s why. First, the

kinds of agents who can be practical-identityless agents are not self-conscious agents. They

are, by contrast, merely conscious agents who are able to sense the world around them,

and they may act for reasons in relation to that world. An animal as an agent has goals or

reasons—such as the goal of reproducing or a reason for eating so that it doesn’t starve—but

it doesn’t see those goals as goals or those reasons as reasons.129This is not to say that there

are not normative standards by which we can evaluate the agent: insofar as it has goals or

reasons to maintain and reproduce itself, we can assess whether or not it is a good or bad

129 Pinkard, Hegel’s Naturalism, 26.
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instance of its kind insofar as it successfully accomplishes those goals. However, there is no

“reflective distance” between a non-human animal and its reasons: it cannot step back and

ask if its reasons really constitutes reasons for it. In other words, because of the structure

of non-human animal consciousness, the problem of the normative does not arise for the

non-human animal, and so, if the problem of the normative does not arise for the non-human

animal, then there is simply no need for that kind of agent to have practical identity.

But, the objector may continue, if there is no need for that kind of agent to have a practical

identity in order to be an agent, why can’t I just be that kind of agent? The problem here is

that, in raising this very question, the would-be practical-identityless agent has raised for

themselves the problem of the normative for which practical identity is an answer. So, then,

Korsgaard is right that practical-identity is a constitutive feature of agency for self-conscious

agents.

TheThin Practical Identity Problem. A second challenge for practical identity as a constitu-

tive feature of agency is not that it is possible for there to be practical-identityless agents,

but rather that the kind of practical identity that agents must necessarily have is just too

thin to generate normative content for them. For example, our objector might say, why is

it the case that I can’t simply adopt the practical identity of instrumental reasoner, such that

the exclusive way that I govern myself is by determining whether or not something should

count as a reason in virtue of the contribution it makes to the realization of the ends that I

have chosen for myself. Even if Korsgaard is right about the consequences of losing one’s

practical identity, this is a much thicker notion of agency than the merely instrumental or

low brow one that falls out of the constitutive aim of efficacy. What we see in Korsgaard, then,
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is a reliance on the thin concept of agency in order to generate bindingness, but the thicker,

practical-identity account of agency to generate substantive content for each agent.

It is this kind of problem that Emer O’Hagan has posed for Korsgaard’s account of

practical identity. O’Hagan argues that there are two senses of practical identity at work

in Korsgaard’s position: “practical identity as particular, psychological facts and practical

identity as generic features of agency that incur public commitments to action.”130 It is only

the later, not the former, O’Hagan argues that “is consistent with a constitutive account

of normativity.”131 Why should this be the case? Recall Korsgaard’s account of how it is

that we are bound by our conception of practical identity as agents: it is what makes us

integrated, unified agents, and to give up that aspect of our practical identity would dis-unify

or dis-integrate us as agents. What is the problem with this answer? O’Hagan rightly notes

that it seems that this turns Korsgaard account into an instrumentalist account of practical

identity. That is, even though the threat to one’s identity and psychological integrity may

be real, the practical identity is still contingent. What the agent faces, then, is something

like this, “If you want to be a psychologically unified agent, then you must hold on to your

self-conception.” But, so the challenge goes, our would-be skeptic can simply answer that

they are happy to alter their psychological make-up so that they can be an agent with a

thin practical identity. In other words, as O’Hagan writes, “the binding force of reasons

depend on psychological operations in us rather than on the intersubjective web of inferential

commitments that gives them authority.”132What Korsgaard has confused, to put it in her

130 Emer O’Hagan, “Practical Identity and the Constitution of Agency,”The Journal of Value
Inquiry 38, no. 1 (2004): 50–51.

131 O’Hagan, 51.
132 O’Hagan, 53.
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terms, is the grounds of authority for practical identity and the mechanisms of its enforcement,

and the problem with this is that constitutivism is supposed to account for the authority of

normative standards, not just its mechanisms of enforcement.

Now another way that Korsgaard can push back here is the following. Korsgaard, as

we saw earlier, argued that valuing particular, contingent practical identities is linked to

valuing our necessary practical identity as rational, self-conscious human beings. Insofar

as we value ourselves as human beings, Korsgaard says, we must value ourselves as having

particular identities. For Korsgaard, part of being human is making the contingent necessary

for ourselves; it is treating our important obligations as if they are absolute and supremely

important for us. So, then, the argument would go: even if we merely had the human being, it

would be necessary for us to particularize our identity in some way.

Even if this response worked, it faces the Underdetermination of Practical Identity Problem.

Suppose that it is correct that, instead of merely having a thin practical identity, we must

have some thick practical identity as a way of valuing our more general, necessary identity

as a human being. Even if that is true (and, as we will see later in this dissertation, I think

that it is), a question would still remain about which practical identities we must adopt. The

objector might ask, “Why can’t I simply adopt one thick practical identity and eschew the

other contingent identities with which I was born?” The problem, then, is that it seems

that as long as the agent has one particular practical identity, they satisfy the requirement

to value their humanity, but this one particular practical identity may not make sense of all

the reasons, and obligations they are thought to have. The effect of this is that, even if they

have some reasons and duties arising from their chosen thick practical identity, many others,
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which might be thought to be intuitively binding on them, simply no longer get a grip.

One more related problem concerns the Indeterminacy of Practical Identity. According to

this problem, even if we have a thick practical identity, it may nonetheless be indeterminate

exactly how we are to follow that identity. After all, Korsgaard notes that having a practical

identity is not mere conformity with a practical identity and that, in some cases, we may

invent creative new ways of inhabiting that identity. Insofar as it goes, this seems right: we

can invent new ways of being an artist, a friend, and so on. The problem, however, is that, if I

am the only one who determines what counts as a way of fulfilling a practical identity, then

it seems the content of that identity is too indeterminate to problem binding and substantive

normative content for me. So, then, it seems that there is an important indeterminacy even

for thick practical identities.

We can recall from chapter 3 the rule-following objection to constitutivism. According

to the rule-following objection, even if there are constitutive rules that an agent, qua agent

must follow, nothing about the past interpretation of that rule determines how it must be

applied in future instances. Because Korsgaard conceives of practical identity as a set of

principles for an agent, we can understand how the rule-following paradox applies: even

if it is true that a practical identity has a set of principles attached to it, there may be no

correct fact of the matter of exactly what constitutes following that rule determined by past

instances of it.

Given the above worries, I think that we can revise our understanding of practical identity

on a strongly social basis to avoid (or at least make progress on) some of these concerns. Here

I will sketch out some of the ways that we can revise our understanding of practical identity
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and self-constitution from a strongly social constitutivist perspective.

On the view that I have been advancing so far, we have seen the importance of etiology

and self-constitution: what something’s function is depends on its history. In the case of

social self-constitution, we can apply this point as well. What our particular self-constitutive

function is depends on the etiological determination of that function.

In this section, I am going to develop an account of the social constitution of our selves.

There are two senses by which I mean this: first, we are socially constituted selves, and, second,

we are socially constituting selves. The thesis is this: Self-constitution is a constitutive feature

of action, and, in order to give a good account of it, we have to explain how this constitutive

feature of action makes sense of who we are constituted as and who we are constituting our

selves into. Self-constitution, in this sense, is an on-going social project. The flip side of this

is that, when we are constituting our selves, we are also constituting others.

Korsgaard’s normative standard for action was that an action can be considered as good

or bad insofar as it successfully or unsuccessfully constitutes the self of the agent who is

the author of that action. This normative standard is right to a certain degree, but the

consequences of it cannot be as individual as Korsgaard thinks. Instead, an action can be

said to be good or bad based on the contribution that it makes for the on-going social project

of constituting our selves (i.e., of myself and other selves).

First, I want to draw attention to how we are, in a sense, already constituted as selves.

Second, we also need to make sense of our concrete social constitution as agents and the

commitments that we have in virtue of that. The main challenge issued to Korsgaard in the

earlier part of this chapter was that she cannot explain the necessitation that we experience
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under our contingent identities. So, then, we need to work on explaining why these sup-

posedly contingent identities have such a hold on us. Part of it is that they are, to a certain

degree, just literally who we are—that is, we are constituted by them. Now this is not to

say, as we see with an objection below, that we must conform to them without thinking, but

rather that we cannot escape responding to them or simply abandoning them. To a certain

degree, we can put the point first-personally: responding to our identities as constituted is

our plight (to use Korsgaard’s term). What we need, then, is to explain the necessitation that

we face here in social terms. Part of this, I think, must involve recognizing the authority

of others to hold us to our commitments and socially constituted identities (within certain

limitations, such as those set by equal recognition, freedom, and so on).

It is at this point that I think substantive content, to use Taylor’s phrase, “creeps back

in.”133What I amgoing to argue here is thatwe can onlymake sense of ourselves to ourselves—

we can only render ourselves intelligible—against an inescapable social, normatively-loaded

background. Let me put it another way. This is clearly a “conditions of intelligibility”-

style argument. As agents, we have the constitutive aim of self-understanding and such

self-understanding is only possible against social, normatively-loaded background. This is

because that background is a condition on the possibility of our self-understanding. When

we interpret ourselves against this background, we partially constitute ourselves as agents.

Since this background is social and normatively-loaded, our self-interpretations bring social

and normative content into our constitutions as agents. It is this process that, from the

constitutive features of agency, provides us with substantive ethical content.

133 Taylor, Human Agency and Language, 33.
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In the previous paragraph, I claimed that we can only render ourselves intelligible against

a social, normatively-loaded background. In making this claim, I was relying on Taylor’s

concept of “engaged agency.”134 One of the fundamental errors of modern philosophy that

continues to this day, Taylor thinks, is a disengaged, atomistic view of agency. On this view,

says Taylor, there is “a kind of ontologizing of rational procedure” according to which “the

proper procedure of rational thought were read into the very constitution of the mind and

made part of its very structure.”135This is an error, Taylor thinks, because it fundamentally

distorts what human agents are and provides an entirely inaccurate picture of our experience

as agents. If this is indeed an error, then it will have significant ramifications for the

constitutivist. It will not be possible to read off standards from the constitutive features

of agency a priori or as though it were, metaphysically speaking, set down timelessly and

apart from social contexts. A better understanding of human agency—one that Taylor claims

Heidegger helps provide us—is engaged agency. An engaged agent, says Taylor (interpreting

Heidegger), is one that is “embedded in a culture, a form of life, a ‘world’ of involvements,”136

“embodied,”137 and a “creature[] with a background sense of things.”138 The experience of

engaged agency, Taylor remarks, is “made intelligible only by being placed in the context

of the kind of agency it is.”139 There are, I think, at least two implications here: the first,

expressed by Taylor, is that this agency is only intelligible against a background of meaning;

134 Charles Taylor, “Engaged agency and background in Heidegger,” chap. 12 in Cambridge
Companion to Heidegger, ed. Charles Guignon (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1993), 317–36.

135 Taylor, 317–18.
136 Taylor, 318.
137 Taylor, 318.
138 Taylor, 328.
139 Taylor, 325.
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the second, expressed by B. Scot Rousse, is that the kind of being that we are is essentially a

social kind of being. If this is right, then to understand us as engaged agents, we will have to

understand our engagement with the background and our social constitution.

Background, on Taylor’s reading, is that which “makes intelligible what I am uncon-

testably aware of” but that “I cannot be said to be explicitly or focally aware of it, because

the status is already occupied by what it is making intelligible.”140 We can think of this

background as providing us with a sort of orientation in the world and a backdrop against

which things can show up for us as significant or meaningful. An unarticulated background

understanding or orientation in the world is a necessary condition, Taylor points out, on the

meaningfulness of our articulations of self-understanding. It is, as he puts it, “a real context

conferring sense” to our self-understandings and our understandings of others.141 A standard

example here is that, when a carpenter goes into a tool shed, tools show up as meaningful

to the carpenter because of the background sense provided by the activity and practice of

carpentering. This background provides an orientation within that space and is a condition

on the carpenter’s self-understanding.

It is important to note that this background is a social background. In one relatively

famous passage, Heidegger remarks that, “Being-in-the-world, the world is always the

one that I share with Others. The world of Dasein is a with-world. Being-in is Being-with

Others. Their Being-in-themsleves within-the-world is Dasein-with.”142 What this means,

140 Taylor, “Engaged agency and background in Heidegger,” 325.
141 Taylor, 328.
142 See Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson

(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1962), 155/119, also cited in William Blattner, Heidegger’s ‘Being
and Time’: A Reader’s Guide (New York: Continuum, 2006), 66
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on Bill Blattner’s reading, is that when we inhabit the world with others, we do not merely

individually make sense of ourselves against an antecedently given and static background

(perhaps as though we are standing, each unbeknownest to each other, on opposite sides of a

large boulder looking up at a mountain before us). When we share a world with others, our

activity and being in that world helps to constitute a “social horizon that makes what we do

mutually intelligible.”143 In other words, says Blattner, when we inhabit a shared social world

and make sense of ourselves against a shared social horizon, “our for-the-sakes-of-which

are interwoven with one another as well.”144 Even when one is anti-social, Blattner remarks,

this is a “‘privative’ way of being social” that takes a “stance” toward others as a “way of

understanding oneself and one’s relations to others.”145

Rousse helps us to make sense of the significance of this with respect to constitutivism.

The source of normativity, Rousse remarks, does not come from the internal reflective distance

thatwefind in deliberation, as a disengaged picture of agencywould have it. Whenwefind the

need for reflection, Rousse remarks, we are in “cases of breakdown of our prior, pre-reflective

skillful engagement with the everyday world.”146 To attempt to locate normativity, then, in the

reflective deliberation of individual, disengaged agents, then, “results in a distorted picture

of human agency.”147 Normativity, then, does not originate within an individual, disengaged

agent’s will or from the constitutive features of an individual, disengaged agent. Rather,

143 Blattner, Heidegger’s ‘Being and Time’, 66. I should say here that I’m aware that Bill
disagrees with Taylor’s more communitarian interpretation of Heidegger, but I will leave
that issue to the side.

144 Blattner, 66.
145 Blattner, 66.
146 Rousse, “Heidegger, Sociality, and Human Agency,” 5.
147 Rousse, 5.
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normativity is fundamentally a social phenomenon. It will be helpful, I think, to quote Rousse

at length on this point:

Thus, on this account, the space of normativity is not the inner reflextive distance

of a deliberating individual’s self-consciousness; it is out there: it is the public

space constituted by the holistic network of the more or less tacitly operative

norms concerning the proper way for one to use this equipment, carry out this

identity. It is this web of normatively structured inter-relationships among the

uses of equipment and identities of people that Heidegger calls ’the referen-

tial context of significance’. This significance, Heidegger adds, ’makes up the

structure of the world.’148

What I have said so far should help us make sense of why social constitutivism can help us

to get normative content out of the social constitution of agency. But what I have said does not

help us to get any substantive ethical content out of it. There are two moves that I would like

to make here. First, I want to appeal to Taylor’s notion of strong evaluation, and, second, to

MacIntyre’s idea of practices. I’ve already said that, for Taylor, we must understand ourselves

against a social, normatively-loaded background. Against this background, Taylor thinks that

there are two types of evaluation: weak evaluation and strong evaluation.149Weak evaluation,

Taylor writes, is “concernedwith outcomes”whereas strong evaluation is concernedwith “the

quality of our motivation.”150 Strong evaluation, then, sees in the background “distinctions

between things which are recognized as of categoric or unconditioned higher importance

148 Rousse, “Heidegger, Sociality, and Human Agency,” 17.
149 Taylor, Human Agency and Language, 16.
150 Taylor, 16.
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or worth, and things which lack this are of lesser value.”151 As agents who aim at self-

understanding, we are able to step back and reflect on and “evaluate our desires, to regard

some as desirable and others undesirable.”152The reason that we should care about this, if we

hold the view that the constitutive aim of agency is self-understanding, is because, as Taylor

points out, to be able to give strong evaluations is “to be capable of a reflection which is more

articulate [than that of a weak evaluator].”153 A strong evaluator, Taylor argues, “goes deeper,

because he characterizes his motivation at greater depth.”154 If this is right, then an agent

who complies with the constitutive aim of agency will not only bring in some normative

content to their conception of agency, but will bring in substantive ethical content through

the strong evaluation of their desires and those of others. Strong evaluation, Taylor remarks,

is “something inescapable in our conception of the agent and his experience, and this is

because it is bound up with our notion of the self.”155

Oneway that we can characterize our actions in order to strongly evaluate them is to think

about them as engaging in certain activities that are socially, historically, and institutionally

embedded. These activities, on MacIntyre’s view, are what help us determine whether or not

something is a (virtuous) practice. For MacIntyre, engaging in these social practices and

151 Taylor, 3.
152 Taylor, 16.
153 Taylor, 25.
154 Taylor, 25.
155 Taylor, 33 We might think, however, that this is a self-defeating answer for the consti-

tutivist. It seems like, in order to have self-understanding, one must posit that there
is something of independent value that’s metaphysically out there in the world. The
whole attraction of constitutivism is that it was supposed to avoid this and root ethical
standards in the constitution of agency, not in the world. I don’t think that the consti-
tutivist, in virtue of relying on strong evaluation, is necessarily committed to a strong
metaethical realism.
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realizing internal goods is how the virtues are exhibited.156 By an “internal good,” MacIntyre

means two things: (1) the excellent products of the activity and (2) the excellent performance

of the activity. Take, for example, the symphony: on a MacIntyrean view, engaging in the

social practice of playing in the symphony allows one to realize the excellent product of

playing an instrument in concert with others—viz., the sounds of the symphony itself—and

to realize the excellence of playing an instrument for its own sake. On MacIntyre’s view,

it is only practices that are candidates for discovering the goods of certain kinds of life.157

This should not, says MacIntyre, be viewed merely as an atomistic activity, but rather, as a

virtuous social practice that not only realizes goods internal to itself but also realizes goods

for the “whole community” of which it is a part.158

As we have seen, Korsgaard argues for an attributability account of the connection

between an action and its agent: it is “essential to the notion of action that it is attributable

to an agent.”159 To be more precise, Korsgaard says, action is “movement attributable to an

agent as its author.”160 Korsgaard holds that there is an essential connection between the

attribution of movement(s) to an agent as an action and that agent’s interpretation of those

movements. There are various ways that Korsgaard describes this interpretation: I need to

see the action as mine,161 movements to which I can attach an I do,162, something of which

156 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 187.
157 MacIntyre, 190.
158 MacIntyre, 190.
159 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 100.
160 Korsgaard, xi.
161 Korsgaard, 160.
162 Korsgaard, 100. Although Korsgaard never even mentions Anscombe in Self-Constitution,

one cannot help but by struck here by the similarity between this sort of slogan and
Anscombe’s famous remark that “I do what happens.”
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I am the author, and expressive of myself as a whole.163 Korsgaard distinguishes this from

accounts of action according to which an action is an action in virtue of a special kind of

causal connection that the action has to the agent. If an action issues from “some force that

is working in” an agent, Korsgaard says, then that action would not really be expressive of

the agent as a whole. Instead, there is a constitutive relationship between an action and its

agent: in choosing an action, an agent constitutes themselves as the author of that action,

and the action issues from their constitution as a whole.

It is important for Korsgaard’s account of the agent-attribution of action that it be

attributed to the agent as a whole. This is because, as we have seen, an agent needs to consider

an action as expressive of herself as an agent in order to see the action hers, as something

that she authors. Agency, on Korsgaard’s view, is essentially unified. When we resolve (or try

to resolve) the normative problem, we aim to bring ourselves together as agents and to unify

the parts of our soul (reasoning, appetitive, executive) as a self so that we can perform an

action of our choosing. So, then, if actions are attributable to agents in that they constitute

agents, and, if it is in the nature of agents to be unified, then how good or bad an action is will

depend on how well it constitutes the agent: that is, the normative standard for actions will

depend on whether or not we successfully constitute our selves as selves. Korsgaard’s account

of responsibility is linked to her account of self-constitution and the agent-attribution of

action. We are responsible for our actions, Korsgaard says, because “we are what we do.”164

By this, Korsgaard means that we are responsible because who we are as selves is “constituted

163 Korsgaard, 19.
164 Korsgaard, 130.

375



by our chosen actions”165 and we are responsible for our selves. If we cannot attribute an

action’s movements to him as an agent as a whole, Korsgaard says, “he is not responsible

for his actions.”166 (There are, of course, different degrees of responsibility here.) Because

we constitute ourselves through action and we are responsible for our actions, Korsgaard

says, we are also responsible for our selves understood as practical identities. On the whole,

then, Korsgaard gives us an account of responsibility as a form of attributability: we are

responsible for actions which are attributable to us, and actions are attributable to us insofar

as they are expressive of our whole constitution of our selves as agents.

In the previous chapter, we saw that Pippin argues that how we take ownership and

come to understand our actions is irreducibly social and mediated by relations of recognition.

We can now relate this insight to social self-constitution in the following way. When I

undertake an action, I am making myself into a site of responsibility and answerability for

my action. We make ourselves subject to the normative authority of the recognitive structure

by undertaking such actions. For example, Hegel remarks that “action is an alteration which

must exist in an actual world and thus seeks recognition in it, it must in general conform to

what is recognized as valid in that world.”167 In other words, in making myself into the self

that I am through action, I do this by undertaking actions expressive of myself but subjective

to normative standards set within the recognitive structure. In doing so, I am making myself

responsible and accountable to others.168 That is, I am engaging in social self-constitution by

165 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 130.
166 Korsgaard, 174.
167 Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, §132.
168 Hegel puts it like this: “Whoever wills an action in the actual world has, in so doing,

submitted himself to its laws and recognized the right of objectivity” Hegel, §132
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acting at all.

Thus, we can begin to see some of the normative standards that apply to agents and their

actions in virtue of the sociality of self-constitution. The social structure of recognition both

determine whether or not an action was expressive of the agent, and what the normative

standards are that attached to that action as such. Successful social self-constitution will

make it so that the act finds a certain satisfaction in one’s action: “the higher moral viewpoint

therefore consists in finding satisfaction in one’s action, not in stopping short at the gulf

between the self-consciousness of the human being and the objectivity of the deed.”169

We might put this point in terms of a social form of agential integrity. For Korsgaard,

self-constitution is successful just when it properly integrates the agent. While I agree with

Korsgaard that such integrity is important, we might think about it from a more strongly

social perspective. On the one hand, we have internal agential accounts of integrity, which are

like those of Korsgaard, according to which integrity involves internal agential unification.

At the other end of the spectrum, we have social accounts of integrity, such as Cheshire

Calhoun’s view, in which she argues that integrity involves standing for something in a social

context and criticizes agential approaches. Calhoun puts the point like this: “Something

now hangs for all of us, as co-deliberators trying to answer correctly the ‘What is worth

doing?’ question, on her sticking by her best judgment. Her standing for something is not

just something she does for herself. She takes a stand for, and before, all deliberators who

share the goal of determining what is worth doing.”170 Based on the social perspective I have

169 Hegel, §121.
170 Cheshire Calhoun, “Standing for Something,” Journal of Philosophy 92, no. 5 (May 1995):

257.
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been developing so far, it is reasonable to think of integrity both as social and as agential.171

In other words, an action will constitute an agent as integrated when that action is able to

see that action as expressive of herself as an agent and insofar as that agent is correctly able

to see that action as something that can (and ought to be) endorsed by others within the

recognitive web from a first-person plural perspective.

As we will see in the section on Confucianism, it is important that we take into con-

171 On Calhoun’s view, there are three common views of integrity: (1) the integrated self
view, (2) identity view, and (3) the clean-hands view. While each of these approaches
to integrity have their own intuitive appeal, they nonetheless also have shortcomings.
While we have already discussed Korsgaard’s views at length, we have yet to encounter
Calhoun’s account of integrity. The integrated self view, Cheshire explains, holds that
integrity is a matter of “volitional unity” and has, as its intuitive appeal, the notion that
“people with integrity decide what they stand for and have their own settled reasons for
taking the stands they do” (Calhoun, “Standing for Something,” 241, 237). A variety of
cases may show this kind of integrity to be lacking, such as a lack of wholeheartedness,
wantonness, akrasia, or self-deception. Yet, while there are some intuitive aspects of this,
Calhoun worries that it inappropriately characterizes some of the internal tension that
may characterize individuals under conditions of oppression. Even in non-oppressive
situations, Calhoun notes that “simply acting on one’s own reasons seems insufficient
for integrity” because some “reasons seem incompatible with integrity, for instance, a
primary concern with one’s own comfort, material gain, pleasure, and the like at the
expense of one’s own judgments about what is worth doing” (Calhoun, 241). The second
kind of integrity that Calhoun considers and rejects is an identity-based view of integrity.
According to this view, integrity is a matter of a person having “fidelity to projects with
which the individual deeply identifies” (Calhoun, 242). Yet, Calhoun notes, we need to
distinguish between fidelity to one’s projects in a psychological sense and also in the sense
of endorsement. The former seems to be inadequate in that agents may come to repudiate
those characteristics with which they psychologically identify. While the endorsement
view is closer to the mark, Calhoun argues that it is nonetheless incomplete because it
focuses only on core commitments and projects, rather than all of one’s commitments and
projects, and a person who fails to do the latter probably wouldn’t be rightly considered
a person with integrity. Finally, there is the clean-hands view, according to which there
is a kind of “bottom-line” past which an agent simply will not participate or cooperate
in something. The agent places the principle as higher in importance than “the purity
of her own agency above consequentialist concerns” (Calhoun, 246). But this fits rather
oddly with some of our standard first-order moral theories, such as consequentialism
and deontology, where agency and consequences matter.
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sideration the roles and relations that constitute a person who performs an action. One of

the reasons for this is that our roles and relations are forms through which we have already

been constituted or have constituted ourselves as persons. Because self-constitution is an

autotelic function with unrestricted robustness, successful self-constitution will involve us

constituting ourselves as those roles and relations (unless we are given a defeating reason

otherwise).

Here we can recall the importance of sortal and appraisive recognitive status from chap-

ter 3. When we are engaging in social self-constitution, we are doing so with respect to a

recognitive sortal, and, if this sortal is a goodness fixing kind, then it will invoke the applica-

bility of an appraisive recognitive status. Given the social structure of normative authority

as established by the recognitive structure, we can evaluate an agent based on whether or

not they engage in successful self-constitution under these sortal recognitive statuses.

4.5. A Confucian Perspective on Self-Constitution

My account so far has been confined to a narrow band of Western philosophy, and, within

that tradition, the line I am emphasizing on agency is a relatively heterodox one. However, in

giving an account of social self-constitution, it would be both unfortunate and irresponsible

to maintain such parochial limits. Once we broaden our vision in a more cosmopolitan

way, it becomes clear that not only is the sociality of agency and self-constitution a much

more common position globally, but that non-Western philosophers have developed robust

accounts of social self-constitution.172 In this section, I am going to draw on early Confucian

172 The position that I articulate in this section finds similarities in various lines of African
philosophy. For example, Ifeanyi Menkiti argues that “it is the community that defines
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philosophy to develop a strongly social account of self-constitution. Why turn to the early

Confucian philosophy for this?173 Confucian philosophy, as I will argue, offers us with a

robust account of how the self is constituted as a self through social roles and relations, and it

also helps to explain why engaging in the on-going activity of constituting our selves as selves

through these social roles and relations is a constitutive function of action. 174 When we

the person” (“Person and Community in African Traditional Thought,” in African Phi-
losophy: An Introduction, ed. R.A. Wright (New York: University Press of America, 1984),
172). Personhood, on Menkiti’s view, is not something given but rather is something that
“has to be achieved” through “a long process of ritual transformation until [the human
organism] attains the full complement of excellences seen as truly definitive of man”
(Menkiti, 172) and through the “discharge of the various obligations defined by one’s
stations” (Menkiti, 176). Likewise, Daniel Bell and Metz note important similarities
between Ubuntu in African philosophy and the interpretation of Confucianism that I
give here. For example, they note that “both Confucianism and Ubuntu say that living a
morally good life involves, first and foremost, having rich social relations” (“Confucian-
ism andUbuntu: Reflections on a Dialogue Between Chinese and African Traditions,”
Journal of Chinese Philosophy 38 (December 2011): 83). There are, of course, some differ-
ences between Confucianism and Ubuntu. For example, Bell and Metz note, interpreters
of Ubuntu usually focus on one community (sometimes as an organic unity) whereas
Confucianism has a broader view of social differentiation and possible conflicts within
one’s social relations (Bell and Metz, 83). That said, the strong communitarian view
advocated by people like Menkiti and some proponents of Ubuntu is not uncontested.
Kwame Gyekye, for instance, critiques the strong role of community in Menkiti’s ontol-
ogy of personhood and advocates instead for a moderate communitarianism (“Person
and Community in Akan Thought,” in Person and Community, ed. Kwasi Wiredu and
Kwame Gyekye, vol. 1, Ghanian Philosophical Studies (Washington, DC: The Council
for Research in Values and Philosophy, 1992), 101–22). For another critique, see Mpho
Tshivashe’s argument that it is a mistake to connect Ubuntu and personhood as strongly
as some have in “Personhood without Ubuntu: Personhood and Its Preconditions,” in
Ubuntu and Personhood, ed. James Ogude (Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 2018), 61–78.
A good overview of this subject can be found in Anke Graness, “Becoming a Person:
Personhood and Its Preconditions,” in Ogude, Ubuntu and Personhood, 39–60.

173 For convenience, I will simply refer to “Confucian” philosophy from this point on. When
I use this term, I am primarily referring to early Confucian works such as the Analects,
the Mengzi, or the Xunzi, and I am not referring to the views of, say, Neo-Confucian
philosophers.

174 There are a few caveats that are in order before jumping into the details here. First,
although I think that I offer a reasonable interpretation of early Confucianism below, my

380



constitute ourselves as selves, I will argue, we have the function of constituting ourselves as

ren仁.175 Because ren is a social concept, I argue, it is not possible to constitute oneself as ren

alone, but it is rather a social project in which we also help to constitute others as ren and li禮

(often translated as ritual propriety or ritual conduct). This account of self-constitution, as I will

show, is not of merely local interest as an interpretation of early Confucian philosophy, but,

rather, it holds important lessons for how we can understand self-constitution as strongly

social. Although this view of social self-constitution is quite different in vocabulary from the

Hegelian-inspired one that I have been articulating so far, on a number of important points

the two emphasize similar themes and suggest similar approaches, and my hope is that we

can draw on both in order to build up a fuller picture of social self-constitution.

4.5.1. Ren and the Social Self

Early Confucian philosophy holds both that we are constituted socially as selves and that we

have the function of constituting (or re-constituting) our selves as selves over time. To begin to

understand this view, it is helpful to look to the early Confucian account of ren as a social

account of personhood, and then to show how that gets specified by the roles and relations

that a self stands in with regard to others. As I go, I will argue that the Confucian account

aim here is not primarily an interpretative one. Rather, I want to show that, on a plausible
interpretation of aspects of early Confucian philosophy, we can develop a strongly social
account of self-constitution. Second, I do not claim that this initial Confucian account
of social self-constitution is complete on its own. As we will see, it will be important to
look elsewhere for other strongly social aspects of agency (such as mutual recognition
and social approaches to autonomy and freedom) that may not be present or central in
Confucian philosophy or perhaps even ought to be revised from it.

175 I will discuss various options for understanding the meaning of ren in the following
sections.
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provides us with an attractive view of ren as one of the constitutive features of agency and

action.

One of—if not the—central notions in Confucian philosophy is ren 仁.176 Numerous

commentators have noted how challenging it is to translate ren into English. For example,

translations of ren in the Analects have included “Goodness,” “humaneness,” “humanity,” “co-

humanity,” “love,” “consummate conduct,” “authoritative conduct,” “authoritative person,”

and “self,” among others.177 Themost common use of ren仁 in the Analects, as Kwong-loi

Shun notes, is as “an all-encompassing ethical ideal.”178 Likewise, Bryan Van Norden notes

that ren in this broad sense can be understood as “the highest human excellence”179 and “the

summation of all human virtue.”180 Depending on the context, ren仁 can also be interpreted

176 The graph仁 is romanized as either ren (Pinyin) or jen (Wade-Giles). I will use Pinyin
romanizations throughout, except when directly quoting from original source material
in Wade-Giles. On the first use of a Chinese term, I will provide the character(s), and
I will thereafter use only the romanization, except for when we need to disambiguate
between two characters that are romanized in the same way, as with the discussion of
two kinds of ren below.

177 For example, see Roger T. Ames and Henry Rosemont Jr., “Introduction,” in Analects:
With Selections from Traditional Commentaries, trans. and comm. Edward Slingerland
(Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 2003), 49 and Lee Dian Rainey, Confucius
and Confucianism: The Essentials (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 34. The precise
translation form will vary according to the grammatical function of ren仁 in a sentence.
For example, in Rosemont and Ames’s translation of the Analects, ren仁 is translated as
“authoritative conduct,” “to act authoritatively,” and “authoritative person” (Ames and
Rosemont, “Introduction,” 48).

178 Shun, “Ren仁 and Li禮 in the Analects,” 53.
179 Bryan W. Van Norden, Introduction to Classical Chinese Philosophy (Indianapolis, IN:

Hackett Publishing Company, 2011), 39.
180 BryanW. Van Norden, Virtue Ethics and Consequentialism in Early Chinese Philosophy (Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 117–18. Van Norden interprets Confucian
ethics as a virtue ethics. Those who do not agree with his virtue ethical interpretation of
Confucianism may shy away from this explicitly aretaic reading, but the point remains
that it is the highest and most complete ethical ideal.
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in a more narrow sense as referring to a single excellence or desirable quality, such as love

or benevolence.181 Although we will see that the matter is considerably more complex, we

may think of ren, at least on a first pass, as a manner of acting that involves the fullest or

most consummate realization of ourselves as human persons with and among other human

persons.

We can first consider the relationship between ren仁 and ren人. Bryan Van Norden, for

example, highlights the close connection between ren仁 as the all-encompassing virtue of

“humaneness” (his translation) and ren人 as human being.182 In other words, to be ren仁 is for

a human being (人) to cultivate or constitute themselves as a human being in the fullest sense

and for that to be exemplified in their actions. InThinking Through Confucius, Hall and Ames

argue that ren仁 and ren人 “both mean ‘person”’ and that the distinction between the two is

not a distinction in kind but in quality: ren仁 and ren人 are two “distinguishable degrees

of what it means to be a person.”183This degreed interpretation of the relationship between

ren仁 and ren人 is accentuated by a possible interpretation of the二 graph. Rosemont and

Ames suggest that this may be one way to read what appears to be er二 in the etymology: 二

might be “an early form of ‘above, to ascend shang 上,’ which was also written as二.”184 If

we understand二 as shang rather than (or in addition to) er, then we can straight-forwardly

make sense of the meaning of ren仁 as a perfection or realization of a person (ren人).
181 See Shun, “Ren 仁 and Li 禮 in the Analects,” 53 and Van Norden, Virtue Ethics and

Consequentialism in Early Chinese Philosophy, 118 on this point, for example. As Van
Norden notes, the narrow interpretation of ren仁 as benevolence is likely due to the later
influence of Mengzi and the Mohists.

182 Van Norden, 118.
183 David L. Hall and Roger T. Ames,Thinking Through Confucius (Albany, NY: SUNY Press,

1987), 114.
184 Ames and Rosemont, “Introduction,” 48.
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The other crucial etymological relationship is between ren仁 and er二 (two). In addition

to indicating that ren仁 is a more fully realized ren人, multiple commentators have argued

that this shows that early Confucians hold an essentially social picture of what it is to be

a person. For example, according to Rosemont and Ames, the combination of ren人 and

er二 into ren仁 supports the view that Confucius has a strongly social view of the person:

“This etymological analysis underscores the Confucian assumption that one cannot become

a person by oneself—we are, from our inchoate beginnings, irreducibly social.”185 Peter

Boodberg holds that a suitable translation of ren仁 into English should also convey both its

meaning involving human (from ren人) and its social aspect from er二, and he proposes that

we understand ren仁 with the prefix “co-” as “‘co-humanity,’ ‘co-human,’ ‘co-humanize[.]”’186

There is, in the close relationship between ren人 and ren仁, a dynamic process at work.

We should not think of ren仁 as a static status that we achieve, but rather as an activity that

we undertake (successfully or not). As Rosemont and Ames explain, we should think of ren仁

as “human becoming.”187 By this, they mean that ren仁 is not a quality that one has but, rather,

that it is “the process whereby this quality of humanity is realized.”188 In a later interpretation

of ren仁, Rosemont and Larson Di Fiori emphasize that it would be a mistake to think of ren

as “an abstract and absolute quality” instead of a “behaviorial quality that emerges through a

person’s every interaction with other human beings.”189 It is “what one is able to make of

185 Ames and Rosemont, “Introduction,” 48.
186 Peter A. Boodberg, “The Semasiology of Some Primary Confucian Concepts,” Philosophy

East and West 2, no. 4 (January 1953): 330.
187 Ames and Rosemont, “Introduction,” 49.
188 Hall and Ames,Thinking Through Confucius, 114.
189 Larson Di Fiori and Henry Rosemont, “Seeking Ren in the Analects,” Philosophy East and

West 67, no. 1 (2017): 110–11.
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oneself” given our initial “constitutive relationships.”190 As Hall and Ames put it, ren仁 is

the process of person making.191

From this etymological analysis of ren仁, we can draw some important constitutivist

lessons. It is useful here to recall Korsgaard’s metaphysics of constitutive standards as

they can help to elucidate the normativity of the relationship between ren 人 and ren 仁.

Remember Korsgaard’s example of a giraffe: “To be a giraffe is simply to engage in the

activity of constantly making yourself into a giraffe…. [L]eading the life of an unhealthy

giraffe is not a different activity from leading the life of a healthy giraffe. It is the same activity,

badly done.”192We can apply similar reasoning here to ren人 and ren仁. To be ren人 is to

have the function of constantly making (or trying to make) yourself into ren仁. When we

fail at making ourselves into ren仁, it is not a different activity from successfully making

ourselves into ren仁, but is, to use Korsgaard’s slogan, the same activity, badly done.193 In other

words, we are constitutively engaged in the process of “person making” but sometimes we

may succeed at it and sometimes we may fail at it. As we saw Hall and Ames point out above,

ren人 and ren仁 both mean person but differ in the degree in which a person is successfully

realized.

We can see this in Confucius’s characterization of the “small” or “petty” person (xiaoren

小人). Although a petty person is still ren人, they fail to make themselves into ren仁. For
190 Ames and Rosemont, “Introduction,” 49.
191 Hall and Ames,Thinking Through Confucius, 114.
192 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 37.
193 Indeed, as Confucius suggests inAnalects 4.6, it is extremely difficult to fullymake oneself

into ren仁: “I have yet to meet people who are truly fond of authoritative conduct (ren
仁) and who truly abhor behavior contrary to it” (Confucius,The Analects of Confucius:
A Philosophical Translation, trans., with an introduction by Roger T. Ames and Henry
Rosemont Jr., Classics of Ancient China [New York: Random House, 1998], 4.6, 90).
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example, at Analects 14.6, Confucius says that “There have been occasions on which an

exemplary persons (junzi君子) fails to act in an authoritative manner (ren仁) but there has

never been an instance of a petty person (xiaoren小人) being able to act authoritatively (ren

仁).”194Throughout the Analects, we see that the petty person does not effectively constitute

themselves as persons or as agents. At 12.19, Confucius compares the exemplary person

to the wind and the petty person to grass: “the wind blows, the grass is sure to bend.”195

Likewise, at 15.34, Confucius remarks the exemplary person (junzi) “can be relied upon for

important responsibilities” whereas “petty persons…are the opposite.”196 If we think of petty

persons as not successfully constituting themselves as agents then such remarks make a

great deal of sense: they cannot effectively govern themselves or others nor are they capable

of undertaking important responsibilities as agents.

I have started to articulate a constitutivist conception of ren仁 along two lines.197 The

194 Confucius, Analects, 14.6, 172.
195 Confucius, 12.19, 158.
196 Confucius, 15.34, 191.
197 As Terry Pinkard pointed out to me, one important question here, at least in the meta-

normative domain, is how far this can extend in the context of other central Confucian
concepts, such as dao道, as a strongly meta-normative reading of仁 from a constitutivist
view may conflict with the importance of dao道 in a number of aspects of Confucian
philosophy. A fuller reading of Confucianism along these lines would need to take this
more into account, but I will make a few brief remarks here. First, what I want to do here
is draw on aspects of Confucian philosophy that may enrichen our view of constitutivism.
It may be the case that we need to limit the ambition here to a merely normative view
historically, even if we can see how ren仁may have a meta-normative place in a revised
theory. Second, I think that there are ways to incorporate the existing view into one
that acknowledges the importance of dao in this context. For example, I take it that
there are different views about the exact relationship between ren, dao, and li, but they
tend to roughly hold that ren or li is a manifestation of dao (or its aspects) in some way.
For example, on this point Leo Cheung remarks: “Because, as already mentioned, the
supreme value for humankind emphasized by the Analects is ren, the dao of the supreme
value for humankind is the dao of ren — that according to which whoever pursuing
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first, as we saw, was ren仁 as a constitutive function of our agency as ren人. The second

sense of constitutive was in the sense of “person making” or, to use constitutivist language,

constituting oneself as a person. We thus have the constitutive function of constituting ourselves

as persons. When we succeed, we constitute ourselves as ren仁. When we fail, we don’t so

constitute ourselves, and we may even collapse into petty persons (xiaoren). It is not that we

are doing a different activity—we are making or trying to make ourselves into persons—but

it is that we are doing the same activity more or less well or badly.198

I have so far been talking about ren人 and ren仁 in terms of persons and the full realization

of personhood.199 However, in order to argue that a Confucian account of ren仁 can help us to

ren (the supreme value for humankind) should follow. Since what a gentleman pursues
in his activities is ren, the dao of a gentleman is also the dao of ren— that according
to which whoever pursuing ren (what a gentleman pursues) should follow” (Leo K. C.
Cheung, “The Unification of Dao and Ren in the Analects,” Journal of Chinese Philosophy
31, no. 3 [September 2004]: 313–27). Even if it turns out that the concept of dao prevents
a full constitutivist reading of Confucian philosophy in a metanormative sense, recall
the discussion of normative constitutivism from chapter 1 and how we saw that Stern’s
hybrid reading of Kant was still valuable on a normative level. See §1.4.2.

198 Now two related objections at this point may be that I have fallen back into talking about
aims instead of functions or, if I am talking about functions, then this seems like the
current-properties account that I criticized earlier in this chapter. There are two points of
response here. First, my claim is that the function of being ren人 is constituting oneself
as ren仁; that is, it is the function of making oneself into a person with a specific form,
and there is a distinction between saying that something is a constitutive function with
an aim and having an aim simpliciter. Second, the Confucian view is not to claim that we
have or come by this function ahistorically. To the contrary, as we will see, Confucians
think that this function emerges and is specified historically, notably through li.

199 Although I think that this identification of ren and self is correct, I want to be careful not
to oversimplify the Confucian account here. Confucianism has a number of terms that
are translated as self in a variety of senses (zi自, ji己, shen身, etc.), related terms such as
self-cultivation (xiuji修己, xiushen修身), as well as relevant distinctions between self (ji)
and other (another meaning of ren人). Understanding these different concepts will help
us to understand how it is that we can constitute our selves as selves on the Confucian
view.

As Terry Pinkard has pointed out tome, we should be careful not to readWestern ideas
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articulate a social account of self -constitution, I need to explain what relationship ren仁 has

to the notion of a self. TheConfucian concept of a self is so different from some of the accounts

standard in Western philosophy (e.g., the self as a substance, as something fundamentally

non-social and individual, etc.) that some commentators, such as Herbert Fingarette, have

been led to claim that there isn’t such a concept of the self in Confucius.200 To the contrary,

Fingarette argues, we should see Confucius as consonant with other Asian philosophies

in emphasizing a doctrine of selflessness or no-self.201 In response to Fingarette, Ames

notes that, while it is true that we do not see a Confucian conception of self matching more

orthodox accounts in Western philosophy, there is nonetheless still a conception of self, but

of the “self” backwards into Chinese philosophy in unjustified ways. One promising
route, I think, for understanding the self here is in from Chung-ying Cheng. Cheng has
argued for a complex view of the Confucian self. Like with my view, Cheng thinks that
“self-cultivation and moral self-development of the human person becomes not possible
but necessary” (Chung-ying Cheng, “ATheory of Confucian Selfhood: Self-Cultivation
and Free Will in Confucian Philosophy,” chap. 6 in Confucian Ethics: A Comparative Study
of Self, Autonomy, and Community, ed. Kwong-Loi Shun and David B. Wong [Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2004], 124). Cheng begins by focusing his attention on the
self understood as ziji自己 (Cheng, 126). Cheng argues that there are two aspects to ziji:
zi自 and ji己 (Cheng, 126). The zi aspects of the self, Cheng argues, “stands for the active
and initiating aspect of the self or the self that can take action upon oneself” and the ji
aspect of the self “stands for the reflective aspect of the self or the self that is the result of
the reflective action on the self” (Cheng, 126). Now it would be a mistake, Cheng thinks,
to imagine that the zi and the ji can somehow exist or even make sense independently of
each other: “Zi and ji are thus interdependently related and mutually defined” (Cheng,
127). On Cheng’s view, the zi and the ji are a union, and out of this union, we become
who we are as persons. It is “in a process of interaction between action and reflection of
the human self,” Cheng writes, that “we come to realize the nature of the human person”
(Cheng, 128). And this is what Confucius means by self-cultivation (xiuji修己).

200 Herbert Fingarette, “The Problem of the Self in the Analects,” Philosophy East and West
29, no. 2 (April 1979): 129–40.

201 Roger T. Ames, “Reflections on the Confucian Self: A Response to Fingarette,” in Rules,
Rituals, and Responsibility: Essays Dedicated to Herbert Fingarette, ed. Mary I. Bockover (La
Salle, IL: Open Court, 1991), 103–14.
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that this conception of self is so deeply social that one may be led to mistakenly claim that it

does not exist at all. To see this, Ames claims, we need to pay special attention to Confucius’s

account of ren仁: ren, Ames notes, is “always a unique and particular achievement” and

this achievement “can only refer to a self” but one that is “irreducibly interpersonal.”202The

relationship between ren仁 and the self is, as Hall and Ames plainly put it, a direct one: “ren

仁 is what Confucius means by ‘self.”’203 On this view, when Confucius talks about ren as

“person making,” we can read Confucius as talking about self-cultivation, making oneself

into a self, or, in our terms here, self-constitution.

4.5.2. A Method for Becoming Ren

I have argued so far that the early Confucian concept of personhood and the self is deeply

social. In this section, I want to turn to the activity of self-constitution as ren. I will argue that,

in performing the constitutive function of self-constitution, we aim to constitute ourselves

in strongly social ways. More specifically, I argue that, because ren is strongly social, we

can only constitute ourselves as ren when we help to constitute others as ren. This is what

Confucius calls his “method” for becoming ren. Second, when we do this, we do so through

li (禮) (often translated as ritual, although I give it a wider sense here), which allows us to

constitute ourselves (and others) as ren.

One of the most strongly social interpretation of ren is due to Alexus McLeod. McLeod

argues that “ren is most plausibly seen as a primarily communal property (thought of in

202 Ames, 105.
203 David L. Hall and Roger T. Ames,Thinking from the Han: Self, Truth, and Transcendence in

Chinese and Western Culture (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1998), 27.
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terms of communal disposition).”204 A communal property, on McLeod’s view, is a property

that a group has that “constitutes a community by virtue of their performance of…’shared

cooperative activity[.]”’205 These properties, McLeod notes, depend on individuals within

the community undertaking that activity (or part of it), but the individuals undertaking

that activity do not themselves possess the property fully on their own. McLeod gives the

example of the harmoniousness of a quartet: the activity of the individual members constitutes

harmoniousness when taken together, but none of the individual players can be said to be

themselves harmonious (although they are harmonizing).206 Ren, on McLeod’s view, is like

harmoniousness: it is the disposition of a community to engage in shared cooperative

activities that display ren.207 Is there a way to interpret ren that makes sense of McLeod’s

communal interpretation and the somewhat more individualistic interpretations he eschews?

I think that there is, and we can call this the reciprocal co-constitution view. According to

this view, ren agents constitute and are constituted by ren communities. Consider, for

example, friendship: friendship is a shared cooperative activity between two friends. Neither

friend exists as a friend without the friendship of the other, and, in this way, the friends are

reciprocally co-constituting. Friendliness properly characterizes the relationship between

the friends, but it also properly characterizes the friends themselves. Likewise, for ren, we

could say that ren communities and ren individuals are mutually co-constituting: ren properly

204 Alexus McLeod, “Ren as a Communal Property in the Analects,” Philosophy East and West
62, no. 4 (2012): 506.

205 McLeod, 506–7. Here McLeod is drawing on Michael Bratman’s account of shared
cooperative activities.

206 McLeod, 507.
207 McLeod holds this in contrast to views of ren, which consider it as “something like a

‘state of mind,’ thought of as belonging to individuals primarily, as the result of moral
self-cultivation” (McLeod, 505).
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describes a disposition of the community and the community constitutes its members as ren,

but the members of the community interact in such a way that they constitute each other

and hence the community as ren.

One crucial passage for my social interpretation of ren as reciprocally co-constituting is

Analects 6.30. In this passage, we see an explicit articulation of the Confucian approach to

social self-constitution, with Confucius going so far as to call it a “method” for becoming

ren:

Zigong said, “What about the person who is broadly generous with the people

and is able to help themultitude—is this what we could call authoritative conduct

(ren)?”

The Master replied, “Why stop at authoritative conduct? This is certainly a sage

(sheng). Even a Yao or a Shun would find such a task daunting. Authoritative

persons establish others in seeking to establish themselves and promote others

in seeking to get there themselves. Correlating one’s conduct with those near at

hand can be said to be the method of becoming an authoritative person.”208

The most crucial point for our purposes here is that Confucius clearly holds that it is

not possible to establish (or, to use my term, constitute) oneself without also establishing

(constituting) others. In this sense, self-constitution is social: to constitute ourselves as

selves (as ren), we must help constitute others as selves (as ren). Furthermore, this cannot be

done in the abstract. Rather, we constitute ourselves by interacting with concrete others

208 Confucius, Analects, 6.30, 110.
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near us. It is by this kind of interaction—interaction with others near to hand that allows us

to establish ourselves and for them to establish themselves—that we are able to become ren.

We have, then, the constitutive function of self-constitution as ren, and we can only

realize this socially: by constituting our selves and others as selves. From this function, we

have a normative standard here for our conduct and action: whether or not we are able to

coordinate our conduct with others in a way that constitutes (or helps to constitute) us and

them as ren. If we try to constitute ourselves merely as individuals, we will fail to become ren,

and we will fail to realize the constitutive function that we have as agents.

There are three points that deserve special attention here: “establishing” (li立), “promot-

ing” (da達), and “near at hand.” First, when Confucius talks about “establishing” oneself, he

means this in a moral sense. Concerning li立, Yong Huang explains that “the meaning of li is

clear enough, to establish or realize oneself” and that this is more about one’s “character than

one’s external well-being.”209 Second, this establishment proceeds socially. For example, in

Slingerland’s translation of the Analects, he renders the phrase as “took my place in society”

(other translations include “establish myself” or “took my stance”).210 The “took my place”

and “took a stance” language is suggestive, as it involves orienting oneself within social

space with regard to others.211 Slingerland’s view here is that taking one’s place in society

involves “submitting to the rigors of study and ritual practice until these traditional forms

209 Yong Huang, Confucius: A Guide for the Perplexed (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), 57.
210 Confucius, Analects, 2.4, 9.
211 An interesting parallel would be Chesire Calhoun’s “Standing for Something,” where

she argues that integrity is primarily a matter of taking a stand in social space. This essay
is collected in herMoral Aims: Essays on the Importance of Getting It Right and Practicing
Morality with Others (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), in which she expresses a
similar point of view about morality as a social practice.
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have been internalized to the point that he is able to ‘take his place’ among others.”212 As we

will see later, there is a tight connection between ren and the two senses of li (“establish”立

and “ritual”禮), and so this is exactly what we should expect. In 8.8, for example, Confucius

remarks that “I learn where to stand (li立) from observing ritual propriety (li禮).”213

What about “promoting” (da達)? Huang argues that we can interpret da in a similar

way. “A person of da,” Huang explains, “would help others become da” and, because “one

essential feature of a person of da is being upright” (zhi), helping others become da is helping

them become upright. But what does “upright” here mean? Interestingly, when Confucius

discusses this in Analects 12.20, he contrasts an upright person with a person who merely

appears to be ren仁 but is not. Thus, we can say that a person of da would help others really

become ren rather than merely appearing to be ren.

Now one might worry that there is a kind of uniformity implied by Confucius’s remarks

in Analects 6.30. That is, if I establish myself by establishing others, doesn’t this mean that

I objectionably override their autonomy in some way? That is, don’t I seem to make their

constitution a mere means to my own self-constitution? For example, Kant might object

here that I am treating them as a mere means by willing their moral perfection while I can

only will my own. But this seems to misread the flexibility that is involved in helping others

to take their stand. For example, at 9.30, Confucius remarks that “you can take your stand

with [others], and yet not necessarily weigh things up in the same way.”214 What could be

meant here? I think that Confucius is suggesting that it is possible to help establish others as

212 Slingerland’s commentary in Confucius, Analects.
213 Confucius, 12.1, 152.
214 Confucius, Analects, 9.30.
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social agents who are nonetheless able to exercise their own reflection regarding their own

self-constitution. That is, we are engaging in a project of mutual self-constitution, which is

to say that we are making ourselves into agents capable of our own deliberations.

So far, then, we have seen that there is no sense here, on Confucius’s view, that we could

become ren by establishing ourselves alone or failing to promote others. Nor is it possible,

on Confucius’s view, to achieve this kind of self-constitution abstractly. Rather, Confucius

tells us that the method of becoming ren is through acting or proceeding from those “near

at hand.” To constitute one’s self as ren then is going to require that one help to constitute

concrete others as ren. This position is restated in 4.1:

The Master said, “In taking up one’s residence, it is the presence of authoritative

persons (ren仁) that is the greatest attraction. How can anyone be called wise

who having the choice, does not seek to dwell among authoritative people?”215

Why would this be such an attraction for a wise person? Because, on the Confucian

view, it is only in this sort of social context, where there is the possibility of reciprocal

co-constitution as ren, that ren is possible. Indeed, when talking about a similar concept to

ren (de or “virtue”), Confucius remarks that “Excellent persons (de德) do not dwell alone;

they are sure to have neighbors.”216There are two reasons for this. First, Confucius thinks

that it is unlikely that one will develop as a virtuous person in a vicious community and,

second, Confucius attributes a kind of moral force to de such that a de person will be able

to constitute others as de, just like a ren person will engage in reciprocal co-constitution of

215 Confucius, Analects, 4.1, p. 89.
216 Confucius, 4.25, p. 94.
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others as ren.217

So far, I have argued that the early Confucians had a strongly social conception of the

self whose constitutive function is its own constitution as ren 仁. In that discussion, we

remained at a fairly high altitude and examined the structural features of ren as essentially

social. However, toward the end of our discussion, we saw that Confucius’s “method” of

constituting oneself ren involved the reciprocal co-constitution (establishing and promoting)

others “near at hand.” Now I want to turn to some of the more particular details about

how social self-constitution with those near at hand is supposed to go. To articulate this

view, I am going to look to how social self-constitution occurs through relationships, roles,

recognition, and ritual. My claim will be that is it through these forms of sociality that we

constitute ourselves as selves (as ren).

As we have already seen, there is no presocial or asocial selfhood according to the

early Confucians. We are socially constituted and we are continually engaged in constituting

ourselves. To explain this view in more detail, I want to turn first to how we are supposed

to be constituted socially as selves through our relations and roles. We can think of the

Confucian concept of the self, asHall andAmes put it, “as a field of social relations constituting

and constituted by the person.”218That is, there is a bidirectional link between the self and

social relations: on the one hand, the self is constituted by those social relations, and, on the

217 Or, as another case, take 16.11 and in 18.16–17, Confucius articulates his skepticism of
those who think that they can achieve goodness alone: “‘I dwell in seclusion to pursue
my ends, and act on my sense of what is appropriate (yi義).’ I have heard such words, but
I have yet to see such persons” (Confucius, 16.11, pp. 199–200). Why would Confucius be
skeptical of this? There is a close connection between li (禮) and yi (義), and it is unlikely
that anyone will be able to choose what is yi without knowing li, which is only possible
in a social context with others who are also capable of li actions.

218 Hall and Ames,Thinking from the Han, 43.
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other, the self, in action, contributes to the constitution of those social relations.

Of the many different interpretation of Confucian ethics, I want to focus my attention

on two here: role-based interpretation and self-based interpretations. Role-based interpre-

tations argue that Confucian ethics is best understood as a role ethics, according to which

what we ought to do is set by roles which we occupy socially. A self-based ethics holds that

Confucian ethics does have space for roles, but it is best understood as primarily involving

self-cultivation and self-development. What I want to argue for is that both the role-based

and self-based interpretations get something important right about the normativity content

set by Confucianism’s social approach to self-constitution, and that it is a mistake to think of

these approaches as opposed. The self-based approaches correctly understand the central role

of self-constitution in grounding normative content for agents while role-based approaches

are correct that such content is specified in the particular roles, relations, and rituals that we

inhabit.

Let’s first then turn to the role-based approach. According to John Ramsey, we can

understand the relational concept of personhood (or, in our language, selfhood) as being

grounded in three theses:

1. The constitutive thesis: “persons are constituted by their roles and relationships.”219

2. The achievement thesis: “full personhood is an achievement of ren.”220

3. The determinative thesis: “obligations and duties encoded in one’s roles and relation-

ships determine ren.”221

219 John Ramsey, “Confucian Role Ethics: A Critical Survey,” Philosophy Compass 11, no. 5
(May 2016): 236.

220 Ramsey, 236.
221 Ramsey, 236.
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I have offered an account of the achievement thesis as a form of social self-constitution, and

so I now want to turn to the constitutive and determinative theses. As Ramsey points out,

there are considerable disagreements about how best to interpret the constitutive thesis,

and he notes that we can divide the space into a strong version and a moderate version.

According to the strong version of the constitutive thesis persons are “the nexus of their

roles.”222 Amoderate version of the constitutive thesis holds that the constitutive relationship

is partial, that is, that a person is constituted as a person by their “roles and relationships in

addition to other criteria of personal identity.”223

For an example of the strong version, we can turn to Henry Rosemont’s account of

Confucian roles and social selfhood. Rosemont argues that a person or a self is exclusively

and exhaustively social in nature. This sociality, for Rosemont, can be specified in terms of

the roles that constitute the self as a self: “we are basically constituted by the roles we live in

the midst of others.”224 On Rosemont’s view, it is important that these roles are social roles

that we live. “For the early Confucians,” he explains, “there can be no me in isolation, to be

considered abstractly: I am the totality of roles I like in relation to specific others.”225These

roles do not remain separate and discrete within us, Rosemont explains, but together our

roles “weave…a unique pattern of personal identity” for us.226 For example, Rosemont notes

that he is, in part, constituted by his roles as a father and as a husband, but that these roles

222 Ramsey, 238.
223 Ramsey, 238.
224 Henry Rosemont Jr., Against Individualism: A Confucian Rethinking of the Foundations of

Morality, Politics, Family, and Religion (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2015), 95.
225 Henry Rosemont Jr., “Rights-Bearing Individuals and Role-Bearing Persons,” in Confu-

cian Role Ethics: A Moral Vision for the 21st Century? (Taipei: National Taiwan University
Press, 2016), 52.

226 Rosemont, 53.
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do not remain entirely separate within him: rather, his role as a father may affect his role as a

husband (and vice versa).227 Our roles, then, combine and interact in ways that are particular

to the contexts and relationships in which we are enmeshed. Although, Rosemont notes, “a

great deal of personal effort is required to become a good person, ”it would be a mistake

to think that I am (as an individual) “solely responsible for becoming who I am.”228 Rather,

Rosemont says, there is a process of mutual conferral behind our roles: we have our roles

“basically conferred on us” and “we basically contribute to conferring [them] on others.”229

Rosemont’s account of the Confucian self is obviously strongly social: there is no person

or self prior to or outside of the social roles that constitute us.230 “When all the roles have

been specified, and their interconnections made manifest,” Rosemont says, “then I have been

227 Rosemont, “Rights-Bearing Individuals and Role-Bearing Persons,” 53.
228 Rosemont, 53.
229 Rosemont, 53.
230 For the self-based approach, Xunwu Chen has recently argued that Confucian ethics is

best thought of as a self-based ethics (Xunwu Chen, “The Ethics of Self: Another Version
of Confucian Ethics,” Asian Philosophy 24, no. 1 [January 2014]: 67). He distinguishes
this view from interpretations of Confucian ethics as virtue ethics, rule-based ethics, or
role-based ethics. For Chen, it is the development of the self-conscious self that justifies
the virtues we exercise, the rules we follow, and the roles that we occupy. These are, as
Chen puts it “necessary resources” for the “building of a Confucian self” (Chen, 68). Chen
argues against strongly social accounts of the self, such as Nuyen’s. For Nuyen, as we
saw, we should think of the self as a self that is “constituted by roles that are determined
by the relationships in which a person stands.” See A. T. Nuyen, “Moral Obligation and
Moral Motivation in Confucian Role-Based Ethics,” Dao 8, no. 1 (January 2009): 316, as
cited in Chen, “The Ethics of Self,” 69. What Nuyen gets wrong, Chen says, is that it sees
the self as nothing more than “an aggregation of social roles” (Chen, 69). Likewise, as we
saw with Rosemont, we get a sense of individual autonomy as the leftover, un-weaved
part of the self. If this is so, Chen says, then we cannot make sense of the room that
Confucius and later Confucians seem to reserve for individuality. Chen puts this in
terms of being-for-itself and being-in-itself. Interpretations of Confucian ethics as virtue
ethics, rule-based ethics, or role-based ethics, Chen says, too closely identify the self
with virtues, rules, or roles, and they make it so that the self is merely a being-in-itself
based on those, but not a being-for-itself or a self-conscious self.
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specified fully as a unique person[.]”231

It will be helpful here to expand on David Wong’s account of social personhood. Wong

raises a puzzle for this kind of view: “If I am simply the sum of my relationships,” Wong asks,

“then who or what is the entity standing in each of these particular relationships?”232Wong

suggests that there are three different ways that we might conceive of the person socially

in early Confucianism: biologically, developmentally, and context-specific.233 Although

the first two are important and early Confucians make significant contributions to our

understanding of them, says Wong, only the third is likely to provide us with a satisfactory

answer to the constitutive question that he has raised. On Wong’s view, we have context-

specific dispositions constituted by specific relationships, and, in turn, these kinds of context-

specific dispositions, Wong says, explain “the sense in which we are constituted by our

relationships.”234

First, there is a biological account of social personhood that we find in Mengzi (Mencius).

According to this view, Wong explains, “we begin life embodied as biological organisms

and become persons by entering into relationships with others of our kind.”235 Here Wong

draws on Mengzi’s account of the “sprouts” (duan). For Mengzi, all human beings have four

sprouts within us that can be developed into corresponding views, and someone who lacks

any of these sprouts, Mengzi writes, “would not be human.”236 In a famous passage, Mengzi

231 Rosemont, “Rights-Bearing Individuals and Role-Bearing Persons,” 53.
232 David B. Wong, “Relational and Autonomous Selves,” Journal of Chinese Philosophy 31, no.

4 (December 2004): 420.
233 Wong, 420–24.
234 Wong, 425.
235 Wong, 420.
236 Mencius,Mencius, trans. Irene Bloome, with an introduction by Philip J. Ivanhoe (New

York: Columbia University Press, 2009), 2A6, 35.
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explains: “The mind’s feeling of pity and compassion is the sprout of humaneness [ren仁];

the mind’s feeling of shame and aversion is the sprout of rightness [yi義]; the mind’s feeling

of modesty and compliance is the sprout of propriety [li禮]; and the mind’s sense of right and

wrong is the sprout of wisdom [zhi智]. Human beings have these four sprouts just as they

have four limbs.”237The sprouts, Wong notes, are “inborn capacities” of a social nature: they

allow us to enter into “a network of responsibilities one has toward others and others have

toward oneself.”238This is, on Wong’s reading of Mengzi, primarily a biological account of

our social nature.239 While this may be true, Wong notes, this account would merely explain

why we have the capacity to become social persons, not that we are socially constituted as

persons through our relationships.240 A second approach is a developmental one. On a

developmental account, we become who we are as persons “through the help and hindrance

237 Mencius,Mencius, 2A6, 35.
238 Wong, “Relational and Autonomous Selves,” 421.
239 For additional support that Mengzi has a primarily biological view of human nature, see

Irene Bloom, “Human Nature and Biological Nature in Mencius,” Philosophy East and
West 47, no. 1 (January 1997): 21.

240 An interesting parallel here can be found with Aristotle’s account of virtue. Virtue, on
Aristotle’s view, cannot be a mere capacity because we can possess capacities even if we
do not exercise them. Rather, for Aristotle, virtue must be a trait or a disposition that we
have. Likewise, for Wong, our relationality as social persons cannot merely be a capacity
but, as we will see, it must be a disposition (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 2nd ed.,
ed. and trans. Terence Irwin [Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 1999],
II.5). Aristotle’s account of Natural virtue is similar to Mengzi’s account of the sprouts.
Consider, for example, Aristotle’s remarks in VI.13 on the relationship between natural
virtue and full virtue: Aristotle says that we have certain natural virtues “immediately
from birth” and these natural states are “belong to children and to beasts” (Aristotle,
VI.13, 1144b1-10, 98). But this should be distinguished from full virtue, Aristotle says,
because, without understanding, these dispositions “are evidently harmful” (Aristotle,
VI.13, 1144b1-10, 98) Now Mengzi does not go so far as to say that the sprouts would
be necessarily be harmful without understanding, but that rather they cannot grow into
their full corresponding virtues without further effort.
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of others.”241 While it is true, Wong thinks, that we do develop this way, he nonetheless

maintains that this is not a satisfactory answer to the constitutive question. The reason for

this is that, even if we develop our important traits with the help of others, it does not follow

that we are constituted by our social relations with others.

The third option, advocated by Wong, is that context-specific traits explain how we are

constituted by our social relations with others. By “context-specific dispositions,” Wong

means that “many of our constituting traits involve dispositions that are triggered by specific

persons in specific social contexts.”242 Context-specific dispositions, Wong holds, “more

accurately reflect people as they are” because, as Wong thinks the situationist critique of

virtue ethics shows, we do not possess virtues simpliciter but only in particular situations

and with respect to specific people.243 We should distinguish this fromWong’s reply to the

account based on Mengzi’s sprouts: the sprouts are feeling-based capacities that can grow

into dispositions with the proper nurturance, but they are not those dispositions themselves.

Yet, even if we are constituted by these context-specific traits, why should be think that we as

persons are constituted by social relationships? Wong’s answer is that if other people “form

part of the context in terms of which one’s constituting traits are specific” then those people

“may be thought to constitute one’s identity.”244 To put it otherwise, if we are constituted

by context-specific dispositions, and those dispositions are constituted in part by specific

241 Wong, “Relational and Autonomous Selves,” 421.
242 Wong, 422.
243 Wong, 422. HereWong is drawing on both Harman andDoris, especially Doris’s idea of a

conservatively revisionary approach to virtue ethics. See JohnDoris, “Persons, Situations,
and Virtue Ethics,” Noûs 32, no. 4 (December 1998): 504–30. For a Confucian response
to the situationist critique of virtue ethics, see Edward Slingerland, “The Situationist
Critique and Early Confucian Virtue Ethics,” Ethics 121, no. 2 (January 2011): 390–419.

244 Wong, “Relational and Autonomous Selves,” 421.
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relationships, then, by the transitive principle, we are constituted by specific relationships.

While Rosemont emphasizes how we are constituted as persons by our social roles, he

nevertheless maintains some space for us to take up these roles and enact them in novel and

original ways. Even though our roles specify who we are as people, Rosemont says, there

will nonetheless be “a few discernable loose threads with which to piece together a free,

autonomous, and choosing self.”245 Yet, we may wonder, how are we supposed to make sense

of “a seemingly standard self/other (ji/ren己/人) distinction?”246 On their view, self and other

are “mutually entailing and interdependent correlatives.”247Why is this so? They point to

Analects 12.1, where Confucius remarks that “Self-discipline (keji克己) and practicing the

rites (li禮) will make one ren.”248 This self-discipline through ritual practice, they explain,

is how one takes up an appropriate relationship to others. Hall and Ames emphasize here

that it would be a misreading of Confucius to think that “ji defines a disjunctive relationship

between self and other” and, to the contrary, “relations of self and other are intrinsic and thus

constitutive of self.”249 If we keep this insight in mind, then, we can see that there is no self

as ziji that is presocial or asocial, but, rather, one constitutes oneself as ji through complex

and reflective social interactions with others. We might think of it as a turning outwards

toward others and an incorporation of the other into oneself in a process of self-constitution

through ritual self-discipline.

This account of the social constitution of the self contrasts with Korsgaard’s view of

245 Rosemont, “Rights-Bearing Individuals and Role-Bearing Persons,” 53.
246 Hall and Ames,Thinking from the Han, 27.
247 Hall and Ames, 27.
248 Hall and Ames, 27. I am quoting their translation here.
249 Hall and Ames, 27.
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practical identities. For Korsgaard, as we have seen, we are primarily autonomous individuals

who decide which identities we will take up to constitute our selves as selves. “When you

deliberate, it is as if there were something over and above all of your desires, something

which is you,” Korsgaard says “and which chooses which desire to act on.”250The output of

this, then, is a practical identity that expresses our chosen commitments or roles. For the

strongly social view, this gets the situation almost entirely backwards: we first begin with

the roles conferred upon us by others—that is, we begin with the roles and statuses that

initially constitute ourselves as person—and then, out of the “loose threads” that remain, we

choose how we will tie those together. We are, in other words, partially constituted by our

existing warp and weft, but not entirely completed by it.

One attractive aspect of this view is how it helps us to make sense of our existing roles,

commitments, and identities, which, as we saw, a weakly social perspective had trouble doing.

For example, one of the challenges facing Korsgaard’s account was, as we saw Lydia Moland

put it, the division of the self “into a reflective self and…a committed self.”251 Here Moland

gives the example of being a nationality. It is possible, Moland notes, to give up one’s national

identity but giving up that identity is not simply having the rest of your identity “simply

minus” that nationality.252 Instead, giving up such an identity of transforms your identity, and

the new conception of yourself “would likely be deeply formed by having been”253 that prior

identity. So, even when we give up identities that previously constituted us, they still shape

250 Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity, 100.
251 Lydia Moland, “Agency and Practical Identity: A Hegelian Response to Korsgaard,”

Metaphilosophy 42, no. 4 (July 2011): 369.
252 Moland, 370.
253 Moland, 370; my emphasis.
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our new identities in transformative ways.

One way that we engage in the on-going constitution of ourselves as ren is through li禮

(often translated as ritual propriety or ritual conduct). Although li can refer to formal, highly

stylized rituals, it also has a broader meaning as action following a “cultural grammar”254

or involving “norms of conduct” relating to social roles and relations.255 Li, I hold, bears a

constitutive relationship to ren and so, if we are going to constitute ourselves as ren, then we

do so through li actions, and this provides substantive normative content for us as agents.

Kwong-Loi Shun argues for understanding the relationship between li禮 and ren仁 in terms

of li “as constitutive of ren.”256 On this view, Shun explains, we cannot separate out the activity

of becoming ren from li because “the ideal of ren is shaped by the actually existing li practices

in that it is not intelligible and cannot be shown to have a validity independent of li.”257

However, Shun wants to resist attempts to wholly define ren in terms of actually existing li.

This is for two reasons. First, Shun notes that we should understand that li can be specified

in different ways in different communities, and, second, Shun wants to hold open some room

254 Chenyang Li, “Li as Cultural Grammar: On the Relation between Li and Ren in Confucius’
Analects,” Philosophy East and West 57, no. 3 (2007): 311–29.

255 Shun, “Ren仁 and Li禮 in the Analects,” 54. See also Van Norden, Introduction to Classical
Chinese Philosophy, 25–29 for a helpful overview of ritual in this broader sense, and, for a
more detailed account, Van Norden, Virtue Ethics and Consequentialism in Early Chinese
Philosophy, 101–12. Limay also referring not just to outer actions, but also to an inner
sense of ritual; see Kurtis Hagen, “The Propriety of Confucius: A Sense-of-Ritual,” Asian
Philosophy 20, no. 1 (March 2010): 1–25.

256 Shun, “Ren仁 and Li禮 in the Analects,” 60; my emphasis.
257 Shun, 67. To explain his view of the constitutive connection between li and ren, Shun

gives the example of marriage, and how the rituals of marriage relate to getting married
itself. Shun’s idea is that the practices and ceremonies that go along with marriage in a
given community do not define what marriage is (as marriage can be realized in different
forms elsewhere) but, for that relevant community, they constitute getting married (Shun,
63–64). Shun’s idea here is that li is like this with relation to ren in general.
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(as part of the ideal of ren) for some revision of li where necessary.258 We can call this the

constitutive interpretation of the relationship between li禮 and ren仁.259

Shun offers an analogy here between linguistic mastery (analogous to li) and conceptual

mastery (analogous to ren), and Shun helpfully highlights four aspects of this relationship:

First, within the community, the latter is both necessary and sufficient for the

former, and it is inconceivable that a member of the community should have

one but not the other of the two capacities. So, there is a sense in which the

mastery of the linguistic practice is constitutive of mastery of the concept. Sec-

ond, although mastery of the concept is constituted by mastery of the linguistic

practice, it is not defined in terms of it because the concept can be shared by

other linguistic communities. Because mastery of the concept transcends’ mas-

258 Shun puts the latter like this: “any departure from or revision of a rule of li has to proceed
against the background of a general acceptance of the existing li practices and has to be
based on good reasons” (Shun, 67).

259 The label “constitutive interpretation” here is mine, but it fits Shun’s account. Shun
notes that there are two dominant ways of interpreting the relationship between li禮
and ren仁 in the Analects: the instrumentalist and definitionalist interpretations (Shun).
Neither works according to Shun. According to the former, li 禮 stands in a merely
instrumental relation to ren仁. By this, Shun notes, the instrumentalist is claiming that
“each of the two is distinct from and intelligible independently of the other, and may in
principle obtain without the other obtaining” (Shun, 56). Although they are distinct in
these ways, Shun notes, the instrumental view does hold that there are “causal relations”
between the two such that li禮 is a means for attaining ren 仁 (Shun, 56–57). On the
instrumentalist reading, ren has “evaluative priority” over li禮, according to which ren
仁 provides a standard by which one can assess (and potentially revise) li禮 (Shun, 57).
By contrast, on a definitionalist interpretation, Shun notes, “Confucius regards the ren
ideal as defined in terms of the general observance of those li rules actually existing in
the Chinese society of his time” (Shun, 57). The relationship here is not merely causal:
instead, li禮 and ren仁 are not distinct or intelligible independently of the other, nor is
it possible for one to obtain without the other obtaining. Here the evaluative priority
relationship is either co-equal or, if not, li禮 takes priority over ren insofar as “li can be
characterized independently of ren but not vice versa” (Shun, 58).
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tery of the linguistic practice in this way, there is a sense in which observing

the linguistic practice can be described as a means to acquire and later express

that concept. Third, because mastery of the concept “transcends” mastery of the

linguistic practice, it provides a perspective for assessing revision of the linguistic

practice. Having mastered the concept through having been brought up in the

linguistic practice, members of the community can propose revisions to simplify

the existing practice as long as this does not affect its efficacy in expressing the

concept. Fourth, although revisions may be justified by such considerations as

simplicity, there is a constraint on the extent of the revision at any particular time.

Because the concept itself is made available to members of the community by the

existing linguistic practice, any revision has to proceed against the background

of a general acceptance of the existing practice, thereby ruling out the possibility

of a more comprehensive revision.

Shun’s account here is helpful for our understanding of li and ren in the context of social

self-constitution. First, because li is constitutive of ren and becoming ren is the aim of social

self-constitution, mastering li is constitutive of adequately constituting oneself as a self. In

other words, we can see that, within a given community, the background forms of meaning,

roles, relations, and so on, are an indispensible part of constituting oneself successfully as a

self. In other words, this set of li practices and norms determines the form of ren or agency

that is incumbent upon a person. Yet, as we have seen, these can vary across different

communities and so what will be constitutive of being ren in one moment or community

will vary from what it is in another community. Third and fourth, we see that there is an
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option open for people to revise what counts as li (and thus adequate self-constitution), which

prevents self-constitution from being static and hidebound.

Thus, on the Confucian picture, we have a robust account of the idea of self-constitution.

First, we can explain ren as a strongly social concept of personhood according to which we

are constituted by our sociality. To perform our function, we have to constitute ourselves as

ren, and, given the social nature of ren, this involves constituting not only ourselves but also

others—what I called relational co-self-constitution—in the context of a community. Successful

self-constitution in this context cannot be done independently of a social background of

normativity and meaning. Rather, when we engage in self-constitution as ren, we do so

through li, and performing li actions is how we constitute ourselves as ren. What we see

emerge out of this picture is a novel account of how we can ground robust normative content

in the constitution of agency. Although it would not be possible to derive any of this content

in advance.

4.6. Perching from the Constitutivist Ladder

What I aim to have done in this chapter is to have climbed some parts of the constitutivist

ladder. We moved from the nature of functions (as etiological and contextual) to the constitu-

tive function of life as self-constitution. After this, I argued that the constitutive function

of our form of self-conscious life—our agency—is also self-constitution, just of a different

form than that of merely biological entities. To move up one more rung, I showed how we

are constituted and constitute ourselves through specific social forms (such as practical

identities) and why having a strongly social perspective on this can help us to avoid some
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objections and provide satisfying explanations.

In drawing on Confucianism toward the end of the chapter, I hoped to dramatically

illustrate the strongly social nature of our agency and also the ascent up the ladder, wherein

we move from ren人 to ren仁 by constituting ourselves socially through li and establishing

ourselves by helping to establish others.

Although I do not think that we can derive a priorimany normative standards from this

account of agency, I do think that we are able to ground concrete and particular normative

content in these structures by appealing to notions such as brute relative to justify and nor-

matively evaluate ourselves as agents. Likewise, we can begin to see how the recognitive

structure in chapter 3 works with the constitutive function of self-constitution in this chapter.

Not only do we rely on concrete others for specific support in our projects of self-constitution,

but we require them to recognitively affirm our self-conceptions that form the basis of our

self-constitutive activity. In constituting ourselves, we end up taking a place in normative

space within the recognitive web: constituting ourselves as something is a way of placing

ourselves under a recognitive sortal, which, as we saw, can be linked to normative evaluations

(if that sortal is a goodness-fixing kind).

We can also see how, by being immersed within the recognitive web, we are already

constituted in some sense as social and normative entities. By finding ourselves constituted

(however partially) in medias res, we become bound up in normative relations with other

agents. Furthermore, because these roles and identities in which we find ourselves enmeshed

are specifications of agency, we often have a reason to continue performing them, at least if

they are structured in an autotelic way as part of realizing the function of self-constitution.
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As we saw with Confucian philosophy, we cannot easily divorce this from a robust sense of

particular history or social forms of life. What this means is that, in order to determine how

we should go on constituting ourselves, we have to take up a position not only socially, but

also historically, and to acknowledge that what we do, who we are, and how we constitute (or

may constitute) ourselves is, in large part, enmeshed within particular histories, relationships,

identities, and forms of life. Indeed, given the etiological account of the self-constitutive

function provided in this chapter, doing so is often the main (or, in some cases, perhaps

exclusive) way that we are able to render ourselves intelligible as agents, understand the

normative content that applies to us, and get a grip on how we around bound and bind

ourselves as agents to it.
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chapter 5.

the content–bindingness dilemma

5.1. Introduction

I will now turn to a series of challenges and problems regarding the relationship between

the constitution of agency, sociality, and the grip that normativity has on us. In the previous

chapters, I focused on developing a novel framework for constitutivism as a theory and

providing my own positive account of two of agency’s constitutive features (recognition and

social self-constitution) in relation to the normative features that apply to us. In this final

chapter, I want to turn to a series of challenges facing constitutivism regarding its ability to

provide a satisfactory account of both substantive normative content and the bindingness

of that normative content on us as agents. I argue that a strongly social version of agential

constitutivism can help us provide more satisfactory answers to these challenges. The reason

for this is that weakly social versions of constitutivism share a common structure in their ac-

count of agency, sociality, and normativity that makes themmore vulnerable to such changes.

By contrast, a strongly social version of constitutivism provides an alternative account of

the structure between these, and, as a result, has additional resources to respond to these

problems. Yet, without these resources, weakly social or asocial versions of constitutivism

remain vulnerable to such challenges.

These concerns take root from David Enoch’s famous Shmagency Objection to constitu-

tivism, which holds that, even if constitutivists have shown that normative standards of
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agency are themselves binding for agents, a further question arises about why to be an agent

at all. Although, as I will show, I think that there are convincing replies to Enoch’s version

of this objection to constitutivism, permutations of this objection can be developed against

some versions of constitutivism that avoid some of the pitfalls of Enoch’s early and influential

approach. One of my tasks in this chapter is to argue that there is a serious dilemma facing

weakly social constitutivists: the content–bindingness dilemma (cbd). Constitutivists,

as we have seen, face pressure both from the side of delivering substantive normative content

and showing how that content can be binding on us. As they are being pushed and pulled

from both ends, there is a subtle but important equivocation that often takes place: to get

bindingness, weakly social constitutivist often rely on a thin conception of agency and, to get

normative content, they rely on a thick conception of agency. Yet, given their meta-normative

assumptions and ambitions, this equivocation harms their prospects of delivering the theory

that they aim to provide.

In order to develop my account of this dilemma, I will first proceed by discussing Enoch’s

“shmagency” objection against constitutivism. While Enoch’s objectionmay not be ultimately

successful against constitutivism itself, we can make further refinements of it and ultimately

put it in terms of the content–bindingness dilemma, which reveals a structural tension

within weakly social versions of constitutivism. Indeed, these challenges get the traction that

they do, so I hold, because of the structure of such theories (as we saw with the monological,

monadic, and first-personal singular approach to normativity in chapter 1). What I hope to

show here is that, in contrast to weakly social constitutivism, the meta-constitutivist and

structural developments advanced in this dissertation may provide us with new resources
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and tools in responding to such issues.

5.2. The Shmagency Objection

In this section, I will first explain David Enoch’s Shmagency Objection. In doing so, I will

set out the basic aspects of his objection and discuss some of the different options for

interpreting it. Second, I will discuss the responses that constitutivists have offered to the

Shmagency Objection, and I will highlight where some of those rejoinders have been successful.

I will also explain how social constitutivism may help to provide a unique perspective on

this kind of challenge.

As we saw in chapter 1, the agential constitutivist thesis (act) holds that the

normative features for agents (or actions) depend on the constitutive features of agency (or

action), and, as I argued in §1.4, there are two major hopes behind this thesis: normative

and metanormative. The normative hope is that constitutivism can supply an account of the

first-order normative standards that apply to agents in virtue of the constitutive features of

agency. The metanormative hope is that constitutivism can offer a theory that explains what

grounds normativity generally.1

Yet, both of these hopes, Enoch aims to show, “are groundless.”2They are groundless,

Enoch argues, because agency is escapable and, if agency is escapable, then so are the norma-

tive standards set by agency’s constitutive features. Even if they weren’t escapable, Enoch

notes, they would still be arbitrary, and this arbitrariness would undercut their authority.

Both the normative and metanormative projects would, on Enoch’s account, be dashed by

1 Enoch, “Agency, Shmagency,” 170.
2 Enoch, 170.
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this. The Shmagency Objection is how Enoch attempts to show this. The Shmagency Objection

asks us to imagine a skeptic who “remains indifferent when we tell him that his actions are

immoral or irrational,” even if he were convinced that “morality and indeed the whole of

practical rationality” could be derived from the constitutive features of agency.3 To these

challenges, the skeptic—the Shmagent—offers the following response:

Classify my bodily movements and indeed me as you like. Perhaps I cannot be

classified as an agent without aiming to constitute myself. But why should I be

an agent? Perhaps I can’t act without aiming at self-constitution, but why should

I act? If your reasoning works, this just shows that I don’t care about agency and

action. I am perfectly happy being a shmagent—a nonagent who is very similar

to agents but who lacks the aim (constitutive of agency but not of shmagency)

of self-constitution. I am perfectly happy performing shmactions—nonaction

events that are very similar to actions but that lack the aim (constitutive of actions

but not of shmactions) of self-constitution.4

To understand this objection, Enoch notes that it is helpful to return to the chess analogy.

We can grant, he says, that chess has certain local normative standards that are set by the

constitutive features of the game, but those local normative standards only give you a reason

if you already have a reason to play the game.5 If you don’t already have a reason to play

the game, then the reasons to make this-or-that particular chess move just don’t apply to

you. Like chess, Enoch says, we will only have a reason to follow the normative standards

3 Enoch, 179.
4 Enoch, 179.
5 Enoch, 185.
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set by the constitutive features of agency if we already have a reason to play the game of

agency—that is, if we already have “reasons to be agents rather than shmagents.”6

Where would such a reason come from? If the reason to play the game of agency comes

from the constitution of agency itself, then the account is circular and normatively irrelevant.

If you don’t already have a reason to be an agent, then that reason to be an agent won’t apply to

you. If the reason to play the game of agency comes from somewhere outside the constitution

of agency, then normativity per se cannot only come from what is constitutive of agency—it

must have an external source. However, insofar as the entire point of constitutivism is to

ground the source of normativity in agency, this would undermine the point of the project.

As we will see, one way that a constitutivist may respond to this objection is by noting

that, unlike chess, agency is inescapable. But Enoch thinks that, even if agency is inescapable,

the standards established by the constitutive features of agency may still be normatively

arbitrary. Return, Enoch asks us, to the chess game, but this time suppose that “you cannot

quit.”7 Even if chess were, for some reason, inescapable, this would not be enough to establish

a non-arbitrary normative reason for you to care about the game. In fact, you can just “half-

heartedly” or “grudgingly” play the game.8 Likewise, even if agency were inescapable, Enoch

argues, that doesn’t entail that it’s normatively non-arbitrary. Even if the would-be shmagent

can’t really get out of agency, that doesn’t mean that she or he has to play the game of agency

to his or her utmost. So, then, says Enoch, the inescapability claim won’t save constitutivism.

6 Enoch, “Agency, Shmagency,” 186.
7 Enoch, 189.
8 Enoch, 188–89.
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5.2.1. Interpreting the Shmagency Objection

Now that I have set out the basic moves in Enoch’s Shmagency Objection, I want to turn to a

few options for its interpretation. By noting these different options for interpretation, we’ll

be able to see the different ways that the objections may place pressure on the constitutivist

account. According to Connie Rosati, there are two ways to interpret the objection: (1) a

“Why be moral?” challenge, and (2) an “Open Question” challenge.9 It will be helpful to

unpack these in order to get a better sense of the objection.

5.2.1.1. The “Why Be Moral?” Interpretation

The first interpretation of the Shmagency Challenge that I want to discuss is the “Why Be

Moral?” Interpretation.10 To understand this interpretation, it will be helpful to recall how

constitutivism aims to settle the question “Why be moral?” and then to show how the

Shmagency Objection attempts to undermine this answer. Constitutivism aims to settle the

question “Why be moral?” by appealing to the constitutive features of agency. You should

be moral, so the story goes, because being moral is something that you are necessarily

committed to as an agent. Being an agent, on this view, is an inescapable activity, and, as

Korsgaard points out, if there are constitutive standards of inescapable activities, then those

inescapable standards are unconditionally binding.11

9 Connie S. Rosati, “Agents and “Shmagents”: An Essay on Agency and Normativity,”
chap. 8 in Oxford Studies in Metaethics, ed. Russ Shafer-Landau, vol. 11 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2016), 191.

10 Rosati, 198 and Evan Tiffany, “Why be an agent?,” Australasian Journal of Philosophy 90,
no. 2 (June 2012): 223.

11 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 32 In other words, you should be moral because you are
already and inescapably committed to being an agent and beingmoral is just part of what
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If the question “Why be moral?” is settled by appealing to agency, then the natural move

for a skeptic is to push the question back one level. As Evan Tiffany puts it, “The ‘Why

be moral?’ question would be replaced by the ‘Why be an agent?’ question.”12 What this

interpretation of the Shmagency Objection says is that the constitutivist has no satisfying

answer to this second question, and thus, as it turns out, cannot have a satisfying answer

to the first question because the shmagent shows the possibility of escaping from agency,

much like a chess player would just walk away from the chess board. We can schematize

this interpretation of the Shmagency Objection as follows:

1. If agency is inescapable, then shmagency is impossible.

2. Shmagency isn’t impossible.

3. Therefore, it’s not the case that agency is inescapable.

4. If agency is not inescapable, the moral standards set by the constitutive features of

agency are not inescapable.

5. Therefore, the moral standards set by the constitutive features of agency are not

inescapable.

The idea here is this: if agency is inescapable, then there is no similar activity (or activity-

like enterprise) that could be satisfactorily substituted for agency. But, if agency has consti-

tutive feature F that implies moral standard S, and if A does not want to comply with moral

standard S, then A can be a shmagent, which is a nonagent similar to an agent but lacking

constitutive feature F and is thus not bound moral standard S. If shmagency is possible, then,

it is to be an agent. This is, on Korsgaard’s view, the only way to establish unconditionally
binding standards (Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 32). According to Korsgaard, this story
allows the constitutivist to “meet skeptical challenges with ease” because those raising
the challenges are already and inescapably committed to agency (Korsgaard, 32).

12 Tiffany, “Why be an agent?,” 223. Also cited in Rosati, “Agents and “Shmagents”,” 198.
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there is a similar activity (or “shmactivity”) in which A can engage without being bound by

S.13

5.2.1.2. The “Open Question” Challenge

Where the “Why Be Moral?” Interpretation focuses on the question of why one should be

an agent at all, the Open Question Interpretation focuses on why one should care about the

constitutive features of agency at all. The challenge that the Open Question Interpretation

poses, according to Rosati, is that the constitutive features of agency are normatively arbitrary

and, as such, they leave an open question about why any would-be agent should see them as

normatively necessary.

To understand Rosati’s Open Question Interpretation, it’s necessary to first understand her

revised interpretation ofMoore’s OpenQuestion Argument (OQA). In Principia Ethica, Moore

offers the OQA as an attempt to undermine definitions of good as some natural property P.

Roughly, Moore’s OQA holds that, for any attempt to define good as some property P (other

than good), “it may always be asked, with significance, of the complex so defined, whether or

13 For each feature that is supposed to be constitutive of agency, it would seem that shma-
gency becomes easier tomake possible (premise 2), as it is easier to conceive of a plausible
account of shmagency that excludes that feature and its corresponding normative stan-
dard(s) (premise 4). Suppose that I claim the constitutive features of agency are F1, . . . ,F10,
and that some subset of substantive moral standards S10 falls out of, say, feature F10.
Anyone who is a skeptic of moral standards S10 can construct a version of shmagency
with features F1, . . . ,F9. If this is right, then shmagency always serves as an escape hatch
for would-be agents who are skeptical of moral standards. Even if they grant that moral
standards are set for agents by the constitutive features of agency, if they are not agents,
then those standards just don’t apply. To put it more simply, for any constitutive feature
of agency that a constitutivist picks out, a version of shmagency can be constructed that
is similar in all the relevant respects except for that feature.
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not it is itself good.”14 Contrast this with a closed question: “Is good good?” This question

is closed because it is analytically obvious that good is good. But, if good is defined as P

and “Is good good?” a closed question, then “Is P good?” should also be a closed question.

For example, if P is pleasure, then we are always able to intelligibly ask, “But is pleasure

good?” and the question will remain open. But we can’t intelligibly ask “Is good good?” and

leave an open question. Since “If P good?” is not a closed question, the definition of good

cannot be P.15 Since we can repeat this for any natural property P, Moore thinks, naturalistic

definitions of good will always fail.

There are, according to Rosati, two ways of understandingMoore’s argument. OnMoore’s

own understanding of the OQA, Rosati notes, the OQA “poses a theoretical question to

be asked and answered from the standpoint of the ethicist who tests proposed analyses of

good in an effort to arrive at a scientific ethics.”16The problem with this interpretation, as

she notes, is that Moore relies on “mistaken assumptions about meaning, analysis, and the

transparency of concepts” that come with their own problems.17 Rosati argues, however, that

Moore’s own understanding of the OQA is not the only interpretative option.

Rosati, then, proposes a revised understanding of the OQA. On her revised understand-

ing, the OQA is best understand as both (1) “reveal[ing] something of genuine theoretical

importance about value” and (2) “exposing a practical question that most naturally arrises

14 G.E. Moore, Principia Ethica, revised, ed. Thomas Baldwin (1903; Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1993), 67 (§13).

15 For a schematization of this argument, see Alexander Miller,AContemporary Introduction
to Metaethics (Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2003), 13–15.

16 Connie S. Rosati, “Agency and the Open Question Argument,” Ethics 113, no. 3 (April
2003): 496.

17 Rosati, 491.
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from the standpoint of the agent who is inquiring about what to value.”18That is, whileMoore

understood the OQA to be a question asked from the third-personal standpoint of the ethicist,

on Rosati’s understanding, the OQA is an enduring question because of its deep connection

to agency and how we, from the first-personal perspective, autonomously evaluate proposed

accounts of the good. On the revised interpretation of the OQA, what it does is to “set

[naturalism] a task” to offer an account that “fit[s] with our agency” and to reject those that

don’t.19

On this revised understanding of the OQA, the reason that the OQA has had such staying

power is because we, as agents, are “creatures with the capacity to engage in autonomous

evaluation and action,”20 and part of that autonomous evaluation and action, is determining

whether or not, for any property P, P ought to be the basis of our action or is really good

for us. If we ask “But is P good?” and there is an open question that remains, then this

shows that we have detected a mismatch between P and what’s good for us.21 In other words,

Rosati points out that the OQA shows something deep about the nature of agency and its

connection to autonomous evaluation. In acting with respect to P, we ask and evaluate

whether or not P is really good for us—that is, whether or not there is a fit between P and

what’s good for us.22We ask this question, she says, from the standpoint of an agent engaged

in autonomous evaluation. We can understand the question “But is P good?” as trying to

determine whether or not there is a fit between P and the “motives and capacities” that are

18 Rosati, 496.
19 Rosati, 496.
20 Rosati, 506.
21 Rosati, 507.
22 Rosati, 507.
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constitutive of agency, as determined under autonomous evaluation.23 If there are remaining

open questions, Rosati suggests, then a mismatch has been detected.

With this in mind, we can start to understand Rosati’s Open Question Interpretation of

Enoch’s Shmagency Objection. According to this interpretation, what Enoch’s Shmagency

Objection aims to show is that, for any account of the constitutive features of agency (and the

corresponding normative standards), the shmagent can always ask, “But why care about what

is constitutive of agency?”24

On the Open Question Interpretation of the Shmagency Objection, Enoch is trying to do

something similar for agency itself. By asking, “Granting that C is a constitutive feature

of agency, why should I care about C?” the would-be shmagent is attempting to show

that there’s a mismatch between—or an open question about—the constitutive features

of agency and what is authoritative for the agent. If there is this open question, so the

idea goes, then the constitutivist account has failed. Korsgaard, for example, remarks that

“constitutive standards have unquestionable authority” (my emphasis).25We can schematize

the Open Question Interpretation of the Shmagency Objection as follows:

1. If constitutivism is true, then there are constitutive standards.

2. For any S, if S is a constitutive standard, then S has unquestionable authority.

23 Rosati, “Agency and the Open Question Argument,” 507.
24 Rosati, “Agents and “Shmagents”,” 192; my emphasis. Consider, for example, the earlier

case of inescapable chess: even if playing chess is inescapable, the chess player can
intelligibly ask, “I know that C is a constitutive feature of chess, but why should I care
about chess or its constitutive features?” In other words, the person condemned to
inescapably play chess has detected a mismatch or ill-fit between what she or he ought
to do according to the constitutive rules and aims of the game and the exercise of her
or his agency. But, if constitutive feature C really is constitutive of agency, then it’s not
clear why there should be this ill-fit.

25 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 32.
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3. For any S, if S has unquestionable authority, then questions about S’s authority

cannot be intelligibly asked.

4. If shmagency is conceivable, then, for any S, a shmagent can intelligibly ask ques-

tions about S’s authority.

5. Shmagency is conceivable.

6. From (3), (4) and (5), there is no S such that S has unquestionable authority.

7. From (2) and (6), there is no S such that S is a constitutive standard.

8. From (1) and (7), constitutivism is not true.

In other words, if a constitutive standard allows for an intelligible open question about

its authority, then it does not have the unquestionable authority necessary for it to succeed

as a constitutivist account.

From these two interpretations, we can start to see the combined challenge of the Shma-

gency Objection taking shape. On the one hand, there is the challenge the constitutivist has

in showing that agency is inescapable and the shmagency is not possible. On the other, even

if the constitutivist can show that agency is inescapable, there still must be an account of

why the constitutive standards of agency can avoid an Open Question style argument.26

26 With both of these interpretations, we are already starting to see a proto-Content-
Bindingness Dilemma emerge. As Rosati remarks concerning Moore’s OQA, “But any
account of agency that the naturalist might invoke will probably be either too thin to
solve the normativity problem for naturalism or so value-laden that we need not accept it”
Rosati, “Agents and “Shmagents”,” 196. See also Rosati, “Agency and the Open Question
Argument,” 522–26. Thanks to Henry Richardson for pointing out this similarity to me.
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5.2.2. Objection, Shmobjection: Responding to Shmagency

I want to turn to some initial responses to the Shmagency Objection. Although the shmagency

objection is powerful, I will argue, constitutivists have done a reasonable job in defending

against it, and they have raised serious counter-points to its viability. Second, I want to

highlight how, even though I think that weakly social constitutivists have reasonable answers

to the Shmagency Objection itself, they remain susceptible to more nuanced permutations of

it, whereas a strongly social version of constitutivism is not.

5.2.2.1. Inescapability and Intelligibility

Constitutivists have leaned hard on the inescapability defense against constitutivism. What

makes agential constitutivism attractive? We have already seen that constitutive features

of a kind can explain the normative features applying to that kind in an un-mysterious

way. Yet, for some kinds and activities, such as chess, these normative features are not

binding: we can simply stop playing chess. What is distinctive about agency is that it is

inescapable. Luca Ferrero has offered one fullest defense of constitutivism along the lines

of inescapability.27 According to Ferrero, agency—defined by Ferrero as “the capacity to

shape one’s conduct in response to one’s appreciation for reasons for action and to engage

in the practice of giving and asking for these reasons”28—is “special” in ways that make it

“distinctively ‘inescapable.”’29 Two ways that make agency inescapable are its jurisdiction

27 Luca Ferrero, “Inescapability Revisited” (April 2016), https://philpapers.org/archive/
FERCAI-4.pdf; Ferrero, “Constitutivism and the Inescapability of Agency.”

28 Ferrero, “Constitutivism and the Inescapability of Agency,” 307.
29 Ferrero, 308.
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and its closure. By jurisdiction, Ferrero means that “agency is the enterprise with the largest

jurisdiction.”30There are three ways that agency’s maximal jurisdiction can be established.

First, any other ordinary enterprise or activity also falls under the jurisdiction of agency such

that to participate in that enterprise is also to engage in agency.31 Some questions about

ordinary enterprises can be adjudicated only at the level of agency. These questions are about

whether or not to make “intentional transitions in and out of particular enterprises” and the

adjudication of “the merits and demerits of participating in any ordinary enterprise.”32When

we participate in, transition between, and evaluate various ordinary practices, we necessarily

do so with an appreciation for the reasons for doing so, and, as Ferrero defined agency earlier,

agency just is an ability to act for reasons. The second feature that makes agency special

according to Ferrero is its closure. By this, Ferrero means that “agency is closed under the

operation of reflective rational assessment.”33 With our ordinary activities, such as chess,

it is possible for us to “reflect[] on their justification while standing outside of them.”34 If

agency has maximal jurisdiction and is closed under reflective rational assessment, then,

according to Ferrero, agency really is inescapable, unlike our ordinary enterprises.35

30 Ferrero, 308.
31 Ferrero, 308.
32 Ferrero, 308.
33 Ferrero, 308.
34 Ferrero, 308–9.
35 One might think, Ferrero notes, that there is some higher form of agency, uberagency

or shm-uberagency, from which one could adjudicate the shmagency question, but this
is, Ferrero notes, no serious threat since “shmagency and uberagency” would merely
articulate a “different conception of agency” rather than “replace the concept of agency”
itself (Ferrero, 319). What does Ferrero mean by this? By a concept of agency, Ferrero
means that concept which is “individuated by its role in relation to other equally general
concepts such as…choice, intention, open alternatives, and autonomy” (Ferrero, 320)
If uberagency (or shm-uberagency) were to have the capacity to settle the shmagency
question, then it would still have to be individuated by its role in relation to these (or
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What the shmagent aims to show is that a skeptic can escape moral standards because the

skeptic can escape agency itself, opting instead for something like shmagency. Those who

defend constitutivism against this version of the challenge aim to show, then, that, contra

Enoch, agency really is inescapable. But what is meant here by inescapable? It is helpful

to distinguish at the outset between two versions of the shmagency question: an internal

version and an external one.36

Yet, as Matt Silverstein notes, we need to be careful about how we frame inescapability.

We can distinguish between two versions of the “Why be an agent?” question. An internal

version asks “Why should I be an agent?” or “Why should I act?” from, as Matt Silverstein

puts it, the perspective of someone “who is already an agent…and who is engaged in the

business of practical reasoning.”37That is, it’s the question of an agent who is considering

things like taking a nap, undergoing anesthesia, getting drunk, suicide, sacrificing one’s life,

and so on.38 The question “Why should I be an agent?” is, as Silverstein notes, “not only

intelligible but often pressing” in this sense.39When we answer these questions from the

perspective of already being an agent, then we do so on the authority of “agency’s constitutive

norm” (at least according to the constitutivist)—that is, you answer it with whatever reasons

you have in virtue of being an agent. For the question to threaten constitutivism on the

metanormative level, it must be understood as an external question. As an external question,

similar) concepts. It would still supply answers to ‘Why?’ questions and give reasons for
action, even if those were articulated under a different conception.

36 See Enoch, “Shmagency Revisited” andMatthew Silverstein, “The Shmagency Question,”
Philosophical Studies 175, no. 5 (May 2015): 1127–42 especially.

37 Matthew Silverstein, “The Shmagency Question,” Philosophical Studies 169, no. 2 (July
2014): 7, 8–10.

38 Silverstein, 8.
39 Silverstein, 8.
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it is one that is “posed by someone who is not an agent and who thus is not engaged in

the business of practical reason.”40 If the external question makes sense, Silverstein points

out, then there will be “a proper normative question…left unsettled by agency’s constitutive

norm[.]”41What a defender of constitutivismneeds to show, then, is that there is no standpoint

from which the external question can be intelligibly asked. That is, there is no way to escape

from the inside of agency to the outside of agency to ask the question.

We find the question about whether or not we have reason to engage in some ordinary

enterprise, such as chess, intelligible because we are able to ask that question within the

framework of agency. That is, we can step back from the enterprise of chess to a higher

level—what Ferrero calls “bare agency”—to make this evaluation. The question about chess

is a question under the jurisdiction of agency. If the “Why be an agent at all?” question

makes sense as a challenge to the metanormative component of constitutivism, then it must

be asked from outside of agency to pose a challenge to it. But this is not possible. To see why,

consider Anscombe’s analysis of intentional action. Intentional actions are, Anscombe says,

“the actions to which a certain sense of the question ‘Why?” is given application[.]”42 Recall

that the shmagent’s two central questions are “Why should I be an agent?” and “Why should

I act?”43These questions make sense only within the framework of agency.

Thus, in order to understand this objection, we have to see that Enoch is offering a

concept of the shmagent, who is like an agent but does not act for reasons. But, as noted

40 Silverstein, 10.
41 Silverstein, 10.
42 G.E.M. Anscombe, Intention, 2nd ed. (1957; Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,

2000), 9. See also Setiya, “ExplainingAction,” 341, who cites this passage fromAnscombe.
43 Enoch, “Agency, Shmagency,” 179.
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above, it is hard to conceive what that would even look like. Aside from the difficulty of

conceiving of the shmagent in this way, the necessity to disconnect the shmagent from

reasons poses further difficulties for this shmagency challenge. Silverstein notes that, even if

the shmagent could, somehow demand reasons, “it would be unintelligible for [the shmagent]

to do so.”44 Since shmagents cannot, by their very definition, have reasons at all, Silverstein

points out, “the question of whether they have reason to be agents rather than shmagents

clearly misfires.”45 As Enoch puts it, it has to be shown that “the ‘game’ of agency is one that

we have reason to play, that we have reasons to be agents rather than shmagents” and that

we have to have a “prior reason to be agents” instead of shmagents.46 But who is the “we” in

Enoch’s demand? The “we” has to specify us as we would stand outside of or prior to agency,

asking for a reason. But, if we are outside of or prior to agency, then we are just not in the

business of having, asking for, or giving reasons at all. The question about what reasons we

have outside of agency is thus unintelligible.

I want to turn to the Open Question Interpretation (OQI) of the Shmagency Objection. The

OQI does not ask “Why be an agent?” but, rather, it asks, for any constitutive standard S of

agency, why should that standard have normative authority over us? In other words, even

if we are inescapably agents, why should we care about the normative standards set by the

constitutive features of agency? If we can intelligibly raise these questions, so that idea goes,

then this shows that there is a mismatch between the proposed constitutive standards of

agency and our agency, and so such standards cannot have unquestionable authority for us.

44 Silverstein, “The Shmagency Question,” 13.
45 Silverstein, 13.
46 Enoch, “Agency, Shmagency,” 186; my emphasis.
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How can defenders of constitutivism respond to this challenge? One way that they could

respond, drawing on the resources of the previous section, would be to deny premise 5

(“Shmagency is conceivable”) in the argument. Now perhaps the argument here would be

that the denial of premise 5 doesn’t work because the sense of shmagency here isn’t one

external to agency but rather a half-hearted sort of agency. If so, the idea goes, then that kind

of agency is conceivable, and so we’d need a different line of response to the objection.

One way of taking up this challenge, then, would be to look at premise 4. Supposing

the modified understanding of agency, we then ask whether or not it follows that, for any

constitutive standard S, a shmagent can intelligibly ask questions about S’s authority. Now it

may be true for some standards S that this is possible (e.g., for, say, Korsgaard’s standards of

self-constitution), but is it true for all such standards? Rosati argues that this isn’t plausible.

The reason for this, she argues, is that it depends on Enoch’s mistaken assumption that there

is “no normative weight” to what is constitutive of agency.47 But, Rosati says, this is not a

plausible assumption. We need to consider what it is to be an agent. On Ferrero’s view, this

is acting for an appreciation of reasons and giving and asking for such reasons; on Rosati’s,

it is having the “motives and capacities” that enable us to be the “kind of creature capable of

having normative views and answering normative questions.”48 At this level, Rosati argues, the

constitutive features of agency—having normative questions, answering normative questions,

having reasons, asking about reasons, etc. does seem relevant.

In the previous section, we saw that there is no standpoint external to agency from which

the would-be shmagent can intelligibly ask the question, “Why be an agent?” Here a similar

47 Rosati, “Agents and “Shmagents”,” 194.
48 Rosati, 194.
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but slightly modified response is possible. When we conceive of what it is to be an agent at

the general level—having normative questions, having reasons, ask questions about reasons,

and so on—there is no sense in which the shmagent would be alienated from that practice.

Indeed, the shmagent in raising the normative question at all shows that at least some of the

proposed constitutive standards of agency do have unquestionable authority.

Furthermore, as Ferrero has argued, even if an agent is alienated from the constitutive

aims of agency and so only grudgingly goes through the motions, “the participation in the

form of play-acting, simulating, or pretending is still an instance of full-fledged agency.”49 If

the alienated, grudging agent only half-meets the aims of agency, why is that a problem for

the constitutivist? It’s not entirely clear. To the contrary, the constitutivist can explain why

that grudging agent is normatively defective, just as a constitutivist concerning about houses

can explain why a roof that only keeps out some of the rain makes for a defective house.

What the OQI version of the Shmagency Objection gets right is that there are certain

substantive conceptions of agency according to which we would be alienated from the

proposed constitutive standards of agency. But the challenge needs to go further for the

ShmagencyObjection towork: it needs to show that this is the case for all constitutive standards

and features. But when we move back to a fairly thin conception of agency—a conception

at the level of having normative questions or reasons—it appears that this alienation must

disappear for any would-be shmagent to ask the question. However, as we will see, even if we

can show that the constitutivist can escape the problems posed by the Shmagency Objection

in this way, the challenge can be reformulated on the basis of this thin conception of agency

49 Ferrero, “Inescapability Revisited,” 26.
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in a way that still raises the concerns about alienation.

In this section, I argued that constitutivists have the resources to adequately respond to

Enoch’s original Shmagency Objection. First, I argued, agency is inescapable in the relevant

sense because there is no external standpoint from which one can intelligibly pose the

shmagent’s challenge. Second, following Rosati, I argued that a would-be shmagent cannot

be alienated or raise open questions for all the constitutive standards of agency because

the shmagent’s very asking of the questions show that the questions are not really open for

the shmagent. If these responses are right, then the Shmagency Objection, as it is originally

formulated, does not mount a successful challenge to constitutivism.

The line of response to the Shmagency Objection that we have been considering so far has

argued that agency is inescapable because the external sense of the shmagency question is

unintelligible. To this, Enoch questions whether or not the question is in fact semantically

defective. Consider, Enoch says, the question “How can I play well?”50 This question is

“semantically defective” until the game that is being played is specified.51 Likewise, the

challenge, Enoch says, that comes from the line that we have been considering is like this:

“What reason do I have to act?”, according to the objection, is semantically defective until

the “game” that’s being played is specified. But Enoch responds that it’s not clear that the

shmagency question or the “what-do-I-have-reason-to-do question” is semantically defective

like this. The reason, he says, is that the “How do I play well?” question feels incomplete

because there is amissing argument in them. But where, Enoch says, is themissing argument

in the shmagency question? For Enoch, it doesn’t feel like there is such a missing argument,

50 Enoch, “Shmagency Revisited,” 224.
51 Enoch, 224.
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and, while that is not decisive, he does think that it’s evidence that the question isn’t defective.

But this response is not convincing. Consider, for example, someone who stands next to a

chessboard and asks, “How do I play well?” There the implicit reference in the question is

obvious: “How do I play chess well?” If the question, “Why should I act?” or “What reason

do I have to be an agent?” doesn’t feel semantically incomplete, then that’s because the

implicit reference is to the internal framework of agency. Because of the two special features

of agency identified by Ferrero—its maximal jurisdiction and its closure—there is no need to

specify the implicit reference to a framework here because we are always (or almost always,

supposing the shmagency challenge could work) inside of that framework.

But the problem isn’t solved by noting that the question doesn’t feel defective. What

Enoch needs to show is that it isn’t defective when the implicit reference is specified. To see

why this is a problem, consider how the question would be if we specified the standpoint

from which it was asked: “From the standpoint of a entity that does not have or act for

reasons (i.e., the external standpoint of the shmagent), what reason do I have to act?” Now

this question does feel defective. It’s not clear what would count as an adequate answer to

it. By contrast, consider what happens when we fill in a similar question with reference

to the internal standpoint, “From the standpoint of an entity that has and acts for reasons,

what reason do I have to remain such an entity?” Now this question isn’t defective; it’s just

a cumbersome way of asking why the agent should continue being an agent. (It’s easy to

imagine that it’s just a more general form of questions like “What reason do I have not to

commit suicide?”) As we have seen above, the problem for Enoch is that, when the external
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framework is specified, isn’t not at all clear what is being asked.52

5.2.2.2. Commitment and Contradiction

David Velleman notes that the detachment necessary for the shmagency challenge is im-

possible: “In asking which constitution to adopt,” Velleman writes, “you must be seeking

guidance for something—a choice? a shmoice? some third thing? Until you specify what you

want guidance for, you haven’t posed a determinate question.”53 Not only, as Velleman notes,

must the desired guidance be specified for the shmagency challenge to work but it must be

specified as something other than a varied conception of agency—it must be specified, as

Ferrero puts it, on the grounds of a different concept of agency. But it’s hard to understand or

even conceive of a different concept of agency that would render the question intelligible.

The burden is on those making the Shmagency Objection to offer the conceptual grounds on

which the questions raised are even intelligible.

Velleman points out, when we ask questions about the objective justification of practices,

we must do with some criterion of correctness. (For example, rules of inference may be

judged, Velleman notes, by the criterion of truth.) If the shmagent presupposes an external

criterion, then this has merely begged the question against the constitutivist. But if the

criterion is internal to agency, then this also appears to generate a circularity problem for

the constitutivist. Even if it is circular, Velleman argues, it is not viciously so. The reason for

this is that circular reasoning, Velleman says, is a problem when you are trying to justify,

52 Compare, for example, Rudolf Carnap, “Empiricism, Semantics, and Ontology,” inMeta-
physics: An Anthology, 1st edition, ed. Jaegwon Kim and Ernest Sosa (1956; Malden, MA:
Blackwell, 1999), 13–22.

53 Velleman, HowWe Get Along, 143.
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for example, a rule of inference in relation to an external, unquestioned aim (such as the

truth). But, Velleman points out, we don’t have an external criterion in this context by

which would could show that the reasoning is invalid, and, if one is provided, then doing so

begs the question against the constitutive aim of agency as the criterion.54 If a version of

constitutivism can show that the constitutive aim that it posits can be understood within

the terms of its constitutive aim, then such an aim would be valid on its own terms and

self-justifying.55 For Velleman, such standards are objective. Objectivity, he holds, can have

another sense—inescapability—and the constitutive aim of agency is inescapable in two

senses: “it is naturally escapable for us as humans beings and constitutively inescapable for

us as agents.”56

According to Velleman, the constitutive aim of agency (and an agent’s actions) is self-

understanding. On Velleman’s response to the shmagent, he effectively takes the performative

contradiction line: inHowWeGet Along, Velleman holds that, if you are a would-be shmagent,

demanding a reason for having the constitutive aim of agency and action, “you have demon-

strated that you already have [the aim], since if you didn’t have it, you wouldn’t be a subject

of reasons, and so you wouldn’t be asking for them.”57What this shows, Velleman thinks, is

54 Velleman, HowWe Get Along, 141. For Velleman, his criterion—the constitutive aim of
self-understanding—is not invalid because showing that “aiming at self-understanding
is itself conducive to self-understanding” (Velleman, 141).

55 This is not uncontroversial, of course. For an example of how the argument against
this would go, see Michael Bukoski, “A Critique of Smith’s Constitutivism,” Ethics 127
(October 2016): 116–46. While, as Velleman points out, this would be circular, it would
not be viciously circular. Enoch agrees with Velleman on this particular point: “Velleman
does emphasize—and I agree with him on this—that there need be no flaw in the kind of
circularity that is involved when some most basic criterion or norm is justified in terms
of its living up to its own standards” (Enoch, “Shmagency Revisited,” 221).

56 Velleman, HowWe Get Along, 141.
57 Velleman, 137.
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that, in raising the challenge to agency itself, the would-be shmagent shows that they are

committed to agency. For Velleman, the constitutive aim of action is self-understanding and

what the shmagent is aiming at by asking the question is self-understanding. Now Velleman

recognizes that even if the would-be shmagent is already committed to agency, there may

be the further question about whether or not such a commitment is objectively justified.

This modification, it would seem, would seem to save the shmagency challenge. However,

Velleman points out, when we ask questions about the objective justification of practices,

we must do with some criterion of correctness.

5.3. The Content-Bindingness Dilemma

However, while some weakly social responses may be successful against aspects of the

Shmagency challenge, such success is limited. In the subsequent sections, I will show how a

reformulated Shmagency* Objection and the content–bindingness dilemma still affect

existing weakly social versions of constitutivism, even if the responses to Shmagency work.

In this section, I will develop what I call the content–bindingness dilemma (cbd)

for constitutivism. Building on the Shmagency* Objection, the cbd argues that there is a

structural tensionwithin constitutivism that allows for the formulation of an argument against

it in the form of a dilemma. I will show that this dilemma results from certain structural

features of individualist or weakly social constitutivism, and that a suitably strong social

modification of constitutivism can avoid the dilemma.
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5.3.1. The Shmagency* Objection

While the original formulation of the Shmagency Objection does not work, that does not

mean that it cannot be reformulated into a similar objection that does work against certain

versions of constitutivism. In this section, my aim is to show, closely following Evan Tiffany’s

work, that there is such an objection—the Shmagency* Objection—that does pose a significant

challenge to some versions of constitutivism.

When I was defending constitutivism against the Shmagency Objection in the previous

section, I drew on a minimal or thin conception of agency. Ferrero’s view, for example, was

that agency is just acting for reasons that one appreciates. A minimal or thin conception of

agency, as Tiffany defines it, is this: “Agency consists in the capacity to deliberate among

alternatives and act on the basis of considerations that one takes to favor action.”58 In the

previous section, I used a similar conception of agency to argue that agency is inescapable

and that it does not leave open questions. Constitutivism, then, can meet the metanormative

challenge on this thin conception of agency.

But recall, as Enoch points out, there is also a normative hope that the constitutivist

has: this normative hope is that one may be able to derive or ground substantive normative

content via the constitutive features of agency. The attempt to make good on this hope

requires an answer to what Tiffany has called the “content question” about how to get that

substantive normative content from the constitutive features of agency. Ferrero, likewise,

says that “at the core of constitutivism” there is the aim to accomplish: (1) “the derivation

of substantive norms or reasons” and (2) “the grounding of their ‘objective’ authority or

58 Tiffany, “Why be an agent?,” 227.
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validity.”59Thus, says Tiffany, to show that “there are categorical imperatives of practical

reason”60 the constitutivist must defend two theses:

• “CONT. Agency is subject to agent-neutral reasons generated by constitutive

aim(s).”61

• “NORM.The constitutive aim(s) of agency are normatively inescapable.”62

In the previous section, I defended NORM against the original formulation of the Shma-

gency Objection. However, this is not sufficient to defend a robust version of constitutivism

that generates substantive normative content, according to Tiffany. The senses of agency in

both CONT and NORM need to be the same for the constitutivist project to work. When

constitutivists face the problem of inescapability, they rely on a thin sense of agency, but,

when they face the problem of content, they turn to a more robust conception of agency.

For example, Tiffany says that Korsgaard relies on a “public” concept of agency when she

attempts to extract normative content in her constitutivist view. This concept of agency is:

“PUB. The constitutive aim of agency requires acting on the basis of reasons that are public

or sharable (in the appropriate sense). To act on the basis of considerations that do not satisfy

this publicity constraint is to fail to (fully) be an agent.”63What Tiffany notices is that this is

a scalar concept of agency, whereas the minimal senses of agency are binary (i.e., in a minimal

sense of agency, one either is or isn’t an agent; in a scalar sense, one can be more or less fully

an agent). The problem, Tiffany says, is that these more robust concepts of agency, even if

59 Ferrero, “Inescapability Revisited,” 3.
60 Tiffany, “Why be an agent?,” 225.
61 Tiffany, 225.
62 Tiffany, 225.
63 Tiffany, 228.
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they do not have problems generating content, are more easily escapable. This equivocation

between the two senses of agency creates serious problems for the constitutivist’s attempt to

ground substantive normative content in the constitutive feature of agency.

We can provisionally call any concept of agency that goes beyond aminimal thin concept of

agency a thick concept of agency. While thin concepts of agency may generate inescapability,

thick concepts of agency generate content. But the two are not the same concept of agency.

With this in mind, we can reformulate the Shmagency Objection to the Shmagency* Objection:

I am perfectly happy being a thin agent—an agent who is very similar to thick

agents but who lacks the aim constitutive of thick agency but does not lack the

aim constitutive of thin agency. I am perfectly happy performing thin actions—

actions on the basis of considerations or reasons that I take to favor one action

over the other but that lack the constitutive aim of thick actions, such as self-

constitution.64

The strategies that we used in the previous section to respond to the Shmagency Objection

are not available as responses to the Shmagency* Objection. First, against the Shmagency

Objection, it was argued that there is no standpoint external to agency from which one could

as the shmagent’s questions. But the Shmagency* Objection does not require that standpoint.

A thin agent can intelligibly ask questions about the reasons for being a thick agent because

a thin agent does not need to reject reasons from the start. Furthermore, the thin agent has

no problem with the maximal jurisdiction or closure of agency under rational reflection, so

long as the rational reflection that is required is minimal.

64 Modified from Enoch, “Agency, Shmagency,” 179.
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Likewise, against the Shmagency Objection, it was argued that the shmagent can’t be

entirely divorced from all constitutive standards, because, in order to intelligibly ask the

questions of shmagency, the would-be shmagent must identify with at least some of the

constitutive features of agency, such as having or wanting reasons or normative considera-

tions. But notice that our thin agent here can accept that as well while insisting that it is

possible to raise open questions about any of the proposed standards that would fall out of

the constitutive features of thick agency.

In the previous section, it was argued that the Shmagency Objection only works as a

metanormative challenge if we think of it as an external question but doing so turns out to be

unintelligible. It was conceded that internal questions would not be so unintelligible. The

Shmagency* Objection is an internal challenge. It sets to the side the metanormative question,

but it focuses on whether or not, from an internal perspective, constitutivism could do any

substantive normative work. Constitutivists, then, will need to develop a separate strategy for

dealing with the Shmagency* Objection than the ones used to defeat the Shmagency Objection.

5.3.2. Structural Tension within Constitutivism

The Shmagency* Objection is part of a broader structural tension that some have identified

at the center of constitutivism. For example, Enoch writes of this structural tension:

[T]he more you pack into whatever it is you claim is constitutive of agency, the

less plausible is the claim that it is so constitutive. On the other hand, the less

you pack into whatever it is you claim is constitutive of agency, the less by way of

norms of practical reason you can extract from it. The challenge for constitutivists,

437



then, is to come up with a constitutivist account that packs enough into whatever

it is that is claimed to be constitutive of action for the account to be interesting,

but packs sufficiently little into it to be even remotely plausible.65

Likewise, Rosati also notes this tension in explaining the Open Question Interpretation of

the Shmagency Objection:

Moore’s argument sets the naturalist the task of developing an account of personal

good that is connected with a plausible account of agency. But any account of

agency that the naturalist might invoke will probably be either too thin to solve

the normativity problem for naturalism or so value-laden that we need not accept

it. If an account of agency includes features more substantive than the formal

features discussed above and in AOQA [Rosati’s “Agency and the Open Question

Argument”], then the latter would be the likely problem; if it includes only the

features discussed above and in AOQA, then the former would be the likely

problem.66

In other words, it seems that the constitutivist faces two pressures: on the one hand,

the constitutivist faces the pressure for bindingness and the inescapability of agency. This is

because, as noted earlier, the constitutivist wants the reasons that apply to agents to apply

unconditionally. In the face of the Shmagency Objection, the constitutivist needs to rely on

a notion of agency that’s thin enough so that the very question about whether or not to

be an agent, asked from outside the framework, is unintelligible. However, constitutivism

65 Enoch, “Shmagency Revisited,” 213.
66 Rosati, “Agents and “Shmagents”,” 196.
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also needs to generate substantive normative content in order to fulfill its normative hopes.

The extent of these normative hopes vary—from providing a full-fledged moral theory (e.g.,

Korsgaard, Smith) to providing substantive (but non-moral) content for practical reason (e.g.,

Katsafanas)—but a constitutivist theory will be unsatisfactory if it mere provides us with

an account of agency according to which an agent is just an entity that acts on whatever

considerations that the agent takes to give them a reason for an action. Thus, from the

pressure for this normative content, constitutivists often turn toward more robust, thick

concepts of agency. The structural tension at the heart of constitutivism is finding a concept

of agency that does both of these things at once and without equivocating. The content-

bindingness dilemma is an argument that, at least under certain presuppositions about

the structure of agency, this cannot be done.

It’s helpful to notice that the two interpretations of the shmagency objection discussed

earlier—the “Why be moral?” interpretation and the “open question” interpretation—are

related to this structural tension. The WBM interpretation put pressure on the bindingness of

being an agent, while the open question interpretation challenged the bindingness of partic-

ular normative standards. When an agent feels alienated from those particular normative

standards (i.e., when she or he feels that there’s an open question as to their validity), then

that agent may be motivated to wriggle out of the bindingness of agency. In this case, if an

agent thinks that there’s an open question about the normative standards resulting from the

constitutive features of thick agency, then that agent is likely to try to escape from a thick

concept of agency to a thin one.
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5.3.3. The Content-Bindingness Dilemma Argument

There are five steps to the content–bindingness dilemma (CBD) argument. I will

summarize these below, and, after that, I will turn to a fuller defense of each step in the

argument.

1. Thin or Thick. Constitutivism must rely consistently on either a thin

concept of agency or a thick concept of agency.

2. Content Horn. If constitutivism relies on a thin concept of agency, then

the normative standards set by the constitutive features of agency will

be binding but they will lack robust normative content.

3. Bindingness Horn. If constitutivism relies on a thick concept of agency,

then the normative standards set by the constitutivism features of

agency will have robust normative content but they will not be binding.

4. Combined Success. Constitutivism succeeds only if the constitutive fea-

tures of agency simultaneously set normative standards with robust

content and those standards are binding for all agents.

5. Conclusion. By 1–4, constitutivism cannot succeed.

5.3.3.1. Thin orThick

According toThin or Thick, constitutivism must rely consistently on either a thin concept of

agency or on a thick concept of agency. The consistency demand arises from the simple need

to avoid equivocation for the following argument:67

1. Content. The constitutive features of agency set normative standards

67 See §5.3.1 for similar principles from Tiffany.
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for agents.

2. Inescapability. The constitutive features of agency are inescapable for

all agents.

3. Binding Content. If the constitutive features of agency are inescapable

and those features set normative standards for agents, then those nor-

mative standards are unconditionally binding on agents.

4. Conclusion. From 1-3, the normative standards set by the constitutive

features of agency are unconditionally binding on agents.

Now if there is a switch between different senses of agency (i.e., between the different

premises), then the argument will not be valid. That is, as Tiffany points out, there would be

“a subtle form of equivocation”68 that undermines the constitutivist project. So, then, if this

is right constitutivists must remain consistent in the form of agency that they use.

The second aspect of this premise is that constitutivists must pick either thin or thick

conceptions of agency. By thin agency, I mean something like Ferrero’sminimal conception of

agency (“the capacity to shape one’s conduct in response to one’s appreciation of reasons”),69

or, as we also saw above, Tiffany’s minimal conception of agency (“agency consists in the

capacity to deliberate among alternatives and act on the basis of considerations that one

takes to favour action”).70Thick conceptions of agency will be those that add constitutive

features that go beyond the thin or minimal senses of agency.

68 Tiffany, “Why be an agent?,” 224.
69 Ferrero, “Constitutivism and the Inescapability of Agency,” 307.
70 Tiffany, “Why be an agent?,” 227.
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5.3.3.2. Content Horn

The Content Horn states that if constitutivism relies on a thin concept of agency, then the

normative standards set by the constitutive features of agency will be binding but they will

lack robust normative content.

We can recall here problem of bad action. As Katsafanas formulates it, here’s how the

problem goes: If some feature F is constitutive of kind K then any purported instance of

K lacking F isn’t a bad K, it just isn’t a K at all, and so F is a constitutive but not normative

feature of K. Constitutivists need to be able to make room for error and, in doing so, for

normativity. In attempting to solve this problem, most constitutivists use constitutive aims

(e.g., self-constitution, self-understanding, and so on): if instances of kind K constitutively

aim at A, then we can assess good or bad instances of K depending on whether or not they

realize aim A.71

What would we then be able to say by way of criticism of an agent who refused

to give deliberative weight to his own acknowledged end E? Would he be “neces-

sarily deliberatively defective” or perhaps “self-defeatingly irrational”?

If the constitutive argument is right, we cannot even raise the question! To fail

to take oneself as according E deliberative weight is to fail to acknowledge E as

an end. But then the agent cannot merit the label ’self-defeating’ or ’irrational’

with respect to E.72

71 Constitutively having an aim is distinct from constitutively realizing that aim. See Kat-
safanas, Agency and the Foundations of Ethics, 61–67. See also Lindeman, “Saving Consti-
tutivism (From Constitutivists).”

72 Railton, “On the Hypothetical and Non-Hypothetical in Reasoning about Belief and
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Railton phrases this in terms of end, but we could also put it in terms of reasons, as in

Ferrero’sminimal conception of agency as the capacity to act on the basis of one’s appreciation

of reasons. Whenever an agent acts on what they take to be (“appreciate” as) a reason, they

havemet the constitutive standard of agency that they form intentions on the basis of reasons.

But, as Kieran Setiya points out, “The problem is that if acting in accordance with one’s

intention is to satisfy the constitutive aim of action, and thereby sufficient for doing what

there is most reason to do, the standards of practical reason are too easy to meet.”73 But if we

cannot violate the standards of practical reason or morality that are supposed to come from

the constitutive aims of action, then there is no substantive, robust normative content set by

those features.74

A second line of argument here, as discussed in §3.2.1.2, may come fromWittgenstein’s

rule-following paradox that “no course of action could be determined by a rule because every

course of action can be made out to accord with the rule.”75 Paul Bloomfield extends the

rule-following paradox to metaethics and construes it as a problem for moral deliberation.

He writes:

[W]e do not know how to capture in a single application the entire meaning of a

rule, andmultiplying applications does not help because the same incompleteness

is present in each new application. […] With each fresh circumstance in our lives,

day by day, often moment by moment, we are confronted with the question

Action,” 309–10.
73 Setiya, “Explaining Action,” 374.
74 Setiya, 375.
75 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §201, as cited in Kripke,Wittgenstein on Rules

and Private Language, 7.
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‘what ought to be done here?’ and we cannot assume that we can immediately

gain our answer by looking to the past and unthinkingly applying old rules. In

almost all cases, we must inspect the circumstance anew to make sure that we

are responding to it appropriately[.]76

Bloomfield thinks that Wittgenstein’s rule-following paradox shows that there is always

an open question about which interpretation of an ethical or moral rule is the correct one

and that this shows “the problem of normativity in its fullest human generality.”77 To see why

this matters for metaethics, Bloomfield says, we can consider G.E. Moore’s Open Question

Argument (OQA) as an instance of Wittgenstein’s rule-following paradox. What Moore

showed, Bloomfield says, is that it is an open question whether or not the rule for how good

has been interpreted in the past should continue to be interpreted that way in the future in a

single case (that of ’good’). That ’good’ has been interpreted as pleasure in the past does not

close the question on whether or not we should continue to so interpret it. There is nothing

in those past applications of the rule, Bloomfield argues, that determines that we ought to

go on this way.

We may now be able to extend the rule-following paradox to weakly social constitutivism:

weakly social constitutivism leaves an open question about how to interpret the rules that

it holds are constitutive of agency. There is nothing about the past applications of a rule

that determine how it should be interpreted in future instances. If the normative standards

for agents are to be set by a combination of the aims and rules constitutive of agency and

76 Paul Bloomfield, “Opening Questions, Following Rules,” inMetaethics after Moore, ed.
Terry Horgan and Mark Timmons (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 180, 183.

77 Bloomfield, 183.
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if, per the rule-following paradox, there is no fact about the meaning of a rule such that

there is a single correct way to interpret it in all future instances, then, as we saw above how

Wittgenstein puts it, every course of action can accord with a rule and so no course of action

can be determined by that rule.

We can compare this to Enoch’s shmagency objection. Enoch’s objection was that a

skeptic can escape the normative constraints imposed on agents by being a shmagent—a

entity like an agent but without its constitutive features—instead. Here the skeptic can

concede even more to the constitutivist: not only can the skeptic concede that there are

constitutive aims and rules of agency but she can also concede that we are agents. The

objection here is that there is no non-normative fact of the matter about agency that settles

on some one correct meaning about how to interpret its rules. If that is so, then, the problem

is that what initially looked to be a non-arbitrary determination turns out to be an arbitrary

one, and constitutivism does not deliver the sort of normative standards for agents that it

purports to. If this is right, it shows that constitutivism fails to provide any correct course of

action for agents. Even if we grant to the constitutivist that there are aims and rules that are

constitutive of agency, the fact that any course of action can be made to accord with the rules

means that there are no normative constraints on action that are determined in advance by

the non-normative facts about the constitution of agency.

Now there may indeed be options for a constitutivist response here. For example, we

may initially think that one option here is something like John McDowell describes in his

interpretation ofWittgenstein.78What advocates of the skeptical solution to the paradoxmiss,

78 McDowell, “Wittgenstein on Following a Rule.”
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McDowell points out, is the importance of customs and practices: “How can a performance

both be nothing but a ‘blind’ reaction to a situation, not an attempt to act on an interpretation

(avoiding Scylla); and be a case of going by a rule (avoiding Charybdis)? The answer is: by

belonging to a custom (PI §198), practice (PI §202), or institution (RFM VI-31).”79 Yet, it

is important to note that it’s not available on the Content Horn of the dilemma. Here the

constitutive features of agency are thin with the aim of binding all agents. Perhaps if the

agent were part of a relevant custom, practice, or institution, then the problem would not

apply, yet, on a thin account of agency, we can nonetheless conceive of an agent as possessing

those constitutive features without being part of the custom, practice, or institution. If this is

so, then, even if a thin account of agency can generate rules from its constitutive features,

there are insufficient constraints on those rules to ground robust and bindingness normative

content. Like the bad action problem, any choice an agent makes here can be said to fulfill

the requirements of agency, but this leaves no space for genuine normativity.

5.3.3.3. Bindingness Horn

From the Content Horn, we know that if constitutivism is going to generate substantive

normative content, it will have to do so on the basis of a thick concept of agency. Now, if it

is possible to supply a thick concept of agency that is inescapable, then the constitutivist

has a good chance at success. And, indeed, if we looked only at the Shmagency Objection and

the responses to it, we may think that this is likely: after all, if the only way to escape from

agency is to raise the question of shmagency and the question of shmagency is unintelligible,

79 McDowell, “Wittgenstein on Following a Rule,” 342.
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then agency will be inescapable.

However, aswe saw above, themodification of the ShmagencyObjection into the Shmagency*

Objection ducks the “shmagency is unintelligible” response. Instead, what the Shmagency*

Objection points out is that, for any thick concept of agency, a skeptic can escape back to

a thin concept of agency. Even if there is a reason internal to the thick concept of agency

for the agent to remain an agent, there is an reason within the thin concept of agency to the

contrary. Thus, a skeptical agent can still act on reasons even while rejecting the reasons

provided by the thick concept of agency.

To see this, let’s consider the Open Question Interpretation of the Shmagency Objection.

According to the OQI, for any constitutive feature F of agency, the shmagent can ask the

question of whether or not to accept the constitutive standard S grounded in F. Now the

response to this, drawing on Rosati, was that the shmagent relies on the motives and ca-

pacities of agency in formulating the question, and so the constitution of agency is not

normatively arbitrary for that agent, and so any standard coming out of those features won’t

be normatively arbitrary. But notice here that the thin agent can do almost the same thing:

for any constitutive feature F′ of thick agency that grounds constitutive standard S′, the thin

agent can open a question about whether or not he or she ought to accept S′. But, then again,

we don’t have the same maneuver to block the escape: the constitutive features of thin agency

will still be normatively relevant to the agent, but the constitutive features of thick agency

won’t be.

The Bindingness Horn of the dilemma says that, if constitutivism relies on a thick concept

of agency, then the normative standards will not be binding because they are escapable. Here
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is where we drawn in the Shmagency* Objection. The Shmagency* Objection holds that, for

any thick concept of agency, a skeptical agent can escape back to the thin concept of agency.

But, as we note above, the thin concept of agency cannot generate or ground substantive

normative content on its own.

5.3.3.4. Combined Success and Conclusion

In the first chapter, I set out the standards of success for constitutivism as a theory. Based

on this, we can see why Combined Success is true. First, constitutivism, as we have seen,

aims to answer the skeptical challenge. To do this, it needs to ensure that the normative

standards set by the constitutive features of agency are binding. If an agent (or shmagent)

can unbind themselves from the constitutive features of agency, then the constitutivist loses

their response to the skeptic: they cannot explain why the constitutive features give rise to

standards with “unquestionable” normative authority. Second, if these features are binding

but they lack content, then this does little to establish genuinely normative standards. For

instance, if I automatically comply with the constitutive standards of agency no matter what

I do just in virtue of doing it, then this is no threat to our skeptic: the skeptic can grant the

bindingness of these standards but argue that they have no practical or normative importance.

FromThin or Thick, the Content Horn, the Bindingness Horn, and Combined Success, we can

reach the conclusion that constitutivism—at least if it remains a weakly social theory—faces

a serious challenge. If constitutivism is to succeed as a theory, then we will need to determine

which, if any, of the premises of the cbd is false and why. In the following section, I will

argue that the reason why the cbd applies to constitutivism is because constitutivism has
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so far relied on a weakly social conception of agency, and this gives rise to a structure that

enables the CBD.

5.3.3.5. The Content–Bindingness Dilemma as a Reforming Challenge

The Combined Success premise of the cbd holds that constitutivism can be a successful theory

only if it can simultaneously get both content and bindingness from the constitutive features

of agency. One concern with Combined Success is that it sets too high a bar for constitutivism.

An alternative way of interpreting the challenge is as a reforming challenge. Consider Peter

Railton’s response to G.E. Moore’s Open Question Argument. Railton concedes that Moore’s

oqamay not be able to be closed but that, even so, we should recognize that “open questions

may be more or less disturbing” and that responses to them “can fare better or worse at

meeting various desiderata.”80 Railton aims to show that his own theory can do reasonably

well in meeting such desiderata. Thus, although the open question remains open, it is less

threatening. We may want to consider the cbd as a reforming challenge rather than as a

more skeptical one (as it has been posed as an extension of the Shmagency Objection). We can

consider the content and bindingness to be two pressures on the constitutivist. Even if the

constitutivist cannot ultimately show that there is full simultaneous closure on both, different

constitutivist theories may fare better or worse at generating binding and substantive content

that ranges over a larger set of agents. The reason that we may want to consider the cbd as a

reforming challenge is because it would allow for a theory to still have some value even if it

cannot fend off an outside skeptical challenge. This would still allow for the theory to do

80 Peter Railton, “Moral Realism,”The Philosophical Review 95, no. 2 (April 1986): 204.
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substantive and interesting normative ethical work, even if it doesn’t meet the very highest

standard of success. If this is the case, then I will need to show why my version does better

in responding to the reforming challenge than other versions.

A similar response is given by Ferrero concerning “restricted constitutivism.” Restricted

constitutivism gives up the unconditional claim of constitutivism at the metanormative level,

but it attempts to show that, even if agency is conditional, the would-be shmagent would

have to give up too much to make the escape from agency worthwhile. When there is a deep

interrelation between all the different features of agency—acting for reasons, choice, motives

and capacities, and so on—rejecting agency requires “giving up a very large and unbreakable

package.”81This would mean, according to Ferrero, that the only people left standing are

those who are willing to embrace the most radical forms of skepticism.

MichaWerner has argued that it is not necessary to attempt to convince the moral skeptic

since, first, the moral skeptic can’t be convinced and, even if they could be convinced, there’s

no need to do so.82 The need to solve the skeptical problem, Werner argues, only arises

when one thinks about morality “from the monological perspective of the deliberating first

person.”83 But, Werner says, we do not need to approach the question monologically. Instead,

Werner suggests, we deliberate from a “shared standpoint” in which we justify our actions

to others and in which we ask for justification. In this shared standpoint and practice of

justification, the moral skeptic just isn’t a participant, and, since the moral skeptic isn’t a

participant in this practice, they can’t raise the challenge to others: the skeptic cannot say,

81 Ferrero, “Inescapability Revisited,” 10.
82 Werner, “The Morality Club and the Moral Sceptic,” 3.
83 Werner, 4.
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Werner points out, “‘Stop your silly morality game, it is irrational!’ since she would then

have to presuppose a moral duty to be rational.”84 To put it another way, Werner says, we can

think about morality as a club. Those outside the morality club (e.g., the skeptic) do not have

the grounds to challenge the membership of those within the club. Those within the club

can ask for justifications from each other. Part of what Werner shows here is that, in order

to really be a skeptic, the skeptic has to commit to giving up the practice of asking for and

giving reasons from others, but, in doing so, the skeptic becomes practically irrelevant.

5.4. The Content–Bindingness Dilemma and the Structure of Constitutivism

Why do existing versions of constitutivism face the content–bindingness dilemma? In

this section, I will argue that the cbd is a problem for existing versions of constitutivism

in virtue of their weakly social or individualist concept of agency. First, I will explain what

a weakly social concept of agency is and how it relates to a thin concept of agency. I will

argue that, a thin, weakly social concept of agency causes existing theories to have problems

with the cbd. The precise details of these problems differs according to the commitments of

each theory, but the structural problem remains the same: either the theory is committed to

a thin, weakly social concept of agency and cannot generate robust normative content, or it

is committed to a thicker concept of agency and cannot generate bindingness.

Although there is little agreement on the particular constitutive features of agency or

action (aside from acting for reasons) among constitutivists, there are important structural

similarities. One of those similarities is that the theories take “individualistic” or “weakly

84 Werner, 6.
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social” approaches to the concept of agency. A weakly social concept of agency holds that,

as B. Scot Rousse puts it, “the core features of human agency are built into the mind of

each individual subject,” and whatever social properties or relations agency may have, those

properties or relations are “in principle contingent or extrinsic.”85 By contrast, a strongly

social view of agency holds that the view that agency’s social features are “contingent” or

“extrinsic” is mistaken. Instead, a strongly social concept of agency holds that “the core

features of human agency cannot obtain in an individual subject independently of social

relations to others.”86

Why would these two different conceptions of agency matter for constitutivism? If one

has a weakly social concept of agency, then it follows that any social features or relations

that one holds to inhere in agency must do so as part of the thick concept of agency while

the thin concept of agency is necessarily presocial or asocial. Now recall that, according

to the CBD, one must choose either a thin or thick concept of agency. If one choose a thin

concept of agency, then the Content Horn becomes a problem, whereas if one chooses a thick

concept of agency, the Bindingness Horn becomes a problem. Notice that many, if not most

or even all, of our ethical and moral concepts are social ones, and so they will attach to a

thick concept of agency. This dramatizes the problem that the Content Horn faces. It shows

that, on a weakly social concept of agency, the duties and virtues arising in social life are

optional because an agent can escape from them by opting into a thin concept of agency.

Because sociality is not a necessary or constituent feature of a thin concept of agency on a

weakly social interpretation, this problem will arise for any version of constitutivism that

85 Rousse, “Heidegger, Sociality, and Human Agency,” 1.
86 Rousse, 1.
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shares this structural feature. We can expect to see, then, the problem of shmagency*-style

counter-examples and the content-bindingness dilemma crop up against multiple

different versions of constitutivism so long as they share this structure. While it is true that

the thick conceptions of agency may vary across these different accounts, the problem will

work as long as there is a thin, pre-social concept of agency to which agents can revert.

In previous chapters , I have argued that various theories, in virtue of their weakly social

structure, face structural challenges related to this dilemma. For example, the Kantian Para-

dox arises through a more individualistic approach to the normative authority of autonomy.

Taking recourse to practical identity alongside a weakly social view of agency, likewise, does

not work to establish genuinely binding moral reasons or obligations because a skeptical

agent can always revert to a very thin notion of practical identity (e.g., acting for ends or

reasons). Where Korsgaard comes closest to solving this problem—in her discussion of

reasons as public—her individualist account of agency limits her ability to establish robust

normative content on the basis of those reasons.

Aside from Korsgaard, we may also consider two further constitutivist accounts in terms

of the problems they face with the cbd: that of Paul Katsafanas and David Velleman. The

constitutive aim of agency (and an agent’s actions), according toVelleman, is self-understanding.

Velleman says that we have the task of making sense of ourselves to ourselves. If this is

right, then this provides some grounds according to which we can assess actions and agents:

intelligibility. If an agent acts on a false conception of what she or he is doing, then, says

Velleman, that agent fails at practical reasoning. Whatever action results from that turns out

to be based on a self-misunderstanding, falling short of the aim of self-understanding. That
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is a rough summary of Velleman’s version of constitutivism. An action, to count as an action,

has to aim at the agent’s self-understanding, and there are a variety of ways one’s action

can fall short of that aim (self-misconception, delusion, false beliefs, inability to correctly

implement the behavior, and so on).

Now, according to the cbd, we have to choose here between a thin concept of agency and

a thick concept of agency. On the thin concept of agency, the agent can make sense to herself

or himself almost automatically. To see this, we can note the distinction that Katsafanas

makes between two kinds of aims: simple aims and differentially realizable aims. Katsafanas

notes that this distinction can apply to self-knowledge: I can succeed in fulfilling the simple

aim if I have just some self-knowledge while, at the same time, I can fail at the differentially

realizable aim if I don’t achieve comprehensive (or relatively comprehensive) self-knowledge.

The problem with Velleman’s account then, says Katsafanas, is that, even if we grant that

self-knowledge is a constitutive aim of action, Velleman shows that it’s only a simple aim

of action, not differentially realizable one. Now we can notice that, given a thin account of

agency, an agent alwaysmeets the simple aim of self-understanding, just in virtue of acting

on whatever the agent takes to be an end or a reason.87 However, as we saw with the early

struggles over recognition, this is bound to end in failure.

So far, I have examined both Korsgaard’s and Velleman’s accounts of constitutivism and

I have shown how the content-bindingness dilemma creates a problem for each of

them given their weakly social structure. For the third case study, I want to look at Paul

Katsafanas’s constitutivism. Like Korsgaard and Velleman, Katsafanas’s account faces a

87 This assumes the agent at least has the capacity for self-understanding. If the capacity is
lacking, then so is the aim.
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similar problem: if he relies on a thin, weakly social concept of agency, then he may get

bindingness. If he relies on a thicker, but still weakly social concept of agency, then he may

get content but it’s not clear that he will get bindingness.

There are, according to Katsafanas’s Nietzschean constitutivism, two constitutive aims of

action: (1) agential activity and (2) the will to power. These two aims together, Katsafanas

argues, allow us to “extract normative content from the bare concept of action.”88 Katsafanas

wants to start with a “fairly minimal account of action” that is “very widely accepted.”89 It is

common, he notes, to distinguish between activity and passivity in marking off actions from

mere undergoings.90 An action, he notes, will necessarily require that the agent be active

in making some contribution to it in some way and not merely passive. Agential activity,

Katsafanas writes, is “the most general term for notions that are meant to pick out the agent’s

contribution to the production of an action.”91The paradigm example of agential activity

that is standard in the literature is, as in Korsgaard’s account, an instance of reflective and

self-conscious deliberation resulting in an agent’s choice to perform an action.92

Katsafanas thinks that this is unnecessarily restrictive of agential activity and opts for a

more expansive one. Notice here, already, we are starting to move from a thin concept of

agency (theminimal agential activity criterion) to a thicker concept of agency. OnKatsafanas’s

more expansive, thicker concept of agency, whatmatters is “how the agent’s motives affect the

agent’s reflective thoughts.”93 For Katsafanas, the agent’s motives must stand in equilibrium

88 Katsafanas, Agency and the Foundations of Ethics, 109.
89 Katsafanas, 110.
90 Katsafanas, 111.
91 Katsafanas, 113.
92 Katsafanas, 114.
93 Katsafanas, 137.
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with respect to her reflective thoughts. By this, Katsafanas means that “the agent A’s, and

approves of her A-ing. Further knowledge of the motives that figure in A’s etiology would not

undermine her approval of A-ing.”94The contrary to equilibrium is, of course, disequilibrium,

according to which the agent may currently approve of her A-ing but would not continue to

approve “if she knew more about the motives that figure in A’s etiology.”95

Katsafanas realizes that the aim of (equilibrium) agential activity is not sufficient to

generate normative content on its own. This is because, although it may eliminate certain

types of actions (such as weakness of will or cases of ignorance), the standard “places no

constraints on the basis of the agent’s approval.”96 What we need to do to get substantive

normative content, Katsafanas thinks, is to combine the aim of agential activity “with some

standard enabling us to assess our values and attitudes.”97 Notice, again, that Katsafanas

is thickening the concept of agency here. This standard, Katsafanas argues, comes from a

second aim that is constitutive of action: the will to power.98 Katsafanas thinks that the will to

power is a constitutive aim of action because “power is the ‘essence’ of willing, in the sense

that every episode of willing aims at power.”99 Power, on Katsafanas’s reading of Nietzsche,

94 Katsafanas, Agency and the Foundations of Ethics, 138.
95 Katsafanas, 138. The agent’s approval is limited to first-order approval. Katsafanas does

not think that the agent needs to approve of her approval of her motives, since that would
engender an infinite regress. Katsafanas thinks that this captures our intuitive view that
we can act unreflectively (such as out of habit) as long as we would not disapprove of
our motives if we knew more about their origins. When we act reflectively, Katsafanas
thinks, that will often involve reflection on our motives and whether or not we approve
of them. If this is right, Katsafanas thinks, then his view of agential activity will correctly
pick out actions and it will give actions a constitutive aim, viz., that their agential activity
is in equilibrium.

96 Katsafanas, 145.
97 Katsafanas, 146.
98 Katsafanas, 146.
99 Katsafanas, 146.
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involves “perpetual striving”100 and the will to power involves a “striving for resistances or

obstacles.”101These obstacles are understood as obstacles to an agent’s ends, and the will

to power involves seeking out these obstacles and then overcoming them.102 When we act,

Katsafanas thinks, this is exactly what we are doing: we are overcoming resistances in the

pursuit of our ends. This is not, to be clear, a substantive aim of each of our actions, says

Katsafanas. Rather, he claims, “the will to power is a formal relation” in the sense that it is

“a formal aim present in each instance of willing” because “whenever an agent wills as an

end, the agent aims not only at attaining that end, but also at encountering and overcoming

resistance in pursuit of that end.”103 Now how is this supposed to be combined with the

first constitutive aim of action, agential activity? If the will to power is a constitutive aim of

action, then it is the case that “the will to power is part of every action’s etiology.”104When

an agent approves of an action, that agent, then, is committed to approving of that action

“given knowledge of the fact that [it] aims at power.”105 So, since agents will have to approve

of any of their actions, the agents must “approve of the will to power as a motivating force”

and they must be committed to the will to power as a constitutive aim of action.106

100 Katsafanas, 157.
101 Katsafanas, 157.
102 Katsafanas, 158.
103 Katsafanas, 162 To make this more plausible, Katsafanas argues for a drive-based psy-

chology. According to this view, drives “dispose the agent to engage in particular forms
of activity” rather than to bring about discrete or determinate ends (Katsafanas, 166).
What drives aim to do, Katsafanas claims, is aim at power: they want to engage in a
certain form of activity and overcome any resistance in the course of performing that
activity. For Katsafanas, all of our actions are brought about by some sort of drive and so
all of our actions will involve aiming at power.

104 Katsafanas, 207.
105 Katsafanas, 207.
106 Katsafanas, 207.
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According to Katsafanas, the first constitutive aim, agential activity (according to which

actions aim at equilibrium and an action is in equilibrium if and only if the agent approves

the action and would still approve given further knowledge of the action’s etiology), has to

be constrained by the second constitutive aim, the will to power, since otherwise the first

constitutive aim would result in radical subjectivism and fail to provide normative standards.

But it is hard to see exactly what constraint the will to power is supposed to provide here, at

least if we interpret it under a thin concept of agency: it is the agent that determines what

resistances and obstacles are to be overcome in order to satisfy her drives, and, accordingly,

what values are to be in line with the will to power. If it is the agent that determines which

ends and which obstacles satisfy her drives and if that is what constitutes the will to power,

then it does not constrain the agent. (But perhaps there are supposed to be ends that are

independently good for the agent and that she can bemistaken about which ends and obstacles

she ought to try to overcome. If this were the case, though, it would be hard to see exactly

why we need a constitutive account of normative standards at all since, instead, we could

just appeal to that independent good itself.) In describing the problem for Kant, Katsafanas

cited §140H of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right:

This [making the arbitrary will of the subject into a principle in the practical

sphere] implies that objective goodness is merely something constructed by my

conviction, sustained by me alone, and that I, as lord and master, can make it

come and go [as I please]. As soon as I relate myself to something objective, it

ceases to exist for me, and so I am poised above an immense void, conjuring up
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shapes and destroying them.107

It appears, though, that Katsafanas faces this same problem in his account. When dis-

cussing Kant, Katsafanas noted that the way Kant tried to get around this problem was by

noting that, although we impose the norms on ourselves, the content of those norms is

not something that we fix. Katsafanas may respond, then, that he does not really face the

self-binding problem (i.e., that, if an agent can bind herself to a principle, she can unbind

herself, as we discussed with the Kantian paradox) because the aim of the will to power really

does, contrary to my assertions above, supply substantive normative constraints on willing.

But notice here that, even if that’s true, there is an intelligible thin concept of agency that

could be given, which would allow the skeptical agent to escape the thick specification that

would fix the normative content here. First, suppose that the aim of the will to power really

is independent of any historical moment or social context—that is, that it’s a thin concept

of agency. In that case, it is far from clear just what content it is supposed to have or how

it is supposed to be applied. Here is an example that he mentions: “moving a pen across

a page, in order to produce a written sentence.”108This description of the action does not

seem to indicate that the action aims at overcoming resistances and obstacles. What we

have to do instead, says Katsafanas, is to reformulate the description of the action some.

Instead of describing the action as just moving a pen across a page, we should formulate it

in a way that highlights how it aims “at encountering and overcoming resistances—such

107 Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, §140H, 184. Also cited in Paul Katsafanas,
“The Problem of Normative Authority in Kant, Hegel, and Nietzsche” (forthcoming), 4,
http://people.bu.edu/pkatsa/NormAuth.pdf.

108 Katsafanas, Agency and the Foundations of Ethics, 179.

459

http://people.bu.edu/pkatsa/NormAuth.pdf


as intellectual challenges—in writing papers.”109 If we use this description of the act, then

we can see how the action meets the constitutive aims of agency. But here’s the problem:

how are we supposed to determine what the correct formulation of the action description

is? Here again we see the rule-following paradox show up. There is nothing in the thin

concept of agency that would determine this, and, if there were in the thick concept of

agency, it’s not clear why the agent would be bound to follow it. If we can reformulate any

action description so that it fits the constitutive aims of agency, then there really is not any

constraint on particular actions.

We saw in our discussion of Velleman that Katsafanas distinguishes between simple and

differentially realizable aims. If we have a simple aim in a constitutivist theory, then the

problem of the impossibility bad action arises: agents always already meet the constitutive

standard for action and normativity gets squeezed out. Katsafanas holds that his account

avoids this problem, but I am not sure that it does. When Katsafanas makes his argument

about how the constitutive aim of agential activity relates to the constitutive aim of power,

he argues that, since the will to power is a constitutive feature of any action, any agent who

approves of their actions will be committed to valuing the will to power. Since the will to

power is ceaseless in its striving, Katsafanas holds, the agent will be thus committed to the

maximal realization of the will to power. It’s not clear that this argument works. Suppose that

I undertake one minimal action: moving my pen across the page and that I am committed

to some minimal level of overcoming obstacles in doing so (perhaps there is a stray ball of

dust that I must avoid). In doing that, perhaps I am committed to approving of overcoming

109 Katsafanas, Agency and the Foundations of Ethics, 179.
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that obstacle, but it is unclear what would license us to generalize that commitment to other

activities and greater degrees of overcoming obstacles. If every action realizes the will to

power to some degree, then the agent can claim that all she is committed to valuing are those

particular activities and the degree to which they realize power. If not every action realizes

the will to power to some degree, then the agent avoids the commitment.110

So far, what I have argued is that the Content-Bindingess Dilemma applies to three

existing versions of constitutivism—those of Korsgaard, Velleman, and Katsafanas—in virtue

of their weakly social structure. Korsgaard’s weakly social account of agency, I argued,

faces the Kantian Paradox because it takes an individualistic approach to the normative

authority of autonomy. Taking recourse to practical identity, likewise, does not work to

establish genuinely bindingmoral reasons or obligations because a skeptical agent can always

revert to a very thin notion of practical identity (e.g., acting for ends or reasons). Where

Korsgaard comes closest to solving this problem—in her discussion of reasons as public—her

individualist account of agency limits her ability to establish robust normative content on

the basis of those reasons. Next, I argued that Velleman’s account of reason, likewise, faced

two problems. Either self-understanding was automatic on a thin, weakly social concept

of agency, or it could be realized through a thick, social concept of agency, but, per the

CBD, that would be optional. Lastly, I discussed Katsafanas’s account of constitutivism and

I argued that it faced similar problems: there was no way, with a thin concept of agency,

110 Now perhaps Katsafanas would push back here and claim that there is a conceptual
commitment to willing power maximally. But it’s hard to see how he gets this claim.
Recall that Katsafanas holds that his theory is an empirical one that turns on a drive
theory of motivation (Katsafanas, 241). If an agent fails to be motivated by a drive that
provides the grounds for generalization, then it is not clear that there will be a necessary
conceptual link to do the normative work that Katsafanas needs.
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that Katsafanas could provide content to his two constitutive aims of agency (power and

agential activity). These three constitutivist accounts fail for the same structural reason: they

rely on weakly social accounts of agency. Weakly social constitutivist accounts fail due to

structural similarities. For example, in chapter 2, we saw that monadic and monological

approaches were inadequate in generate the problem of the normative but they are also

inadequate in solving it because there is no grounds to avoid someone, like a quasi-shmagent,

opting out. Because of this, thin concepts of agency are too easy to comply with and are

unable to generate or ground contentful normative standards. While they all do reach for

more robust, thick concepts of agency to establish that content, this maneuver gets cut off

by the problem of bindingness. Thus, the content-bindingness dilemma undermines

weakly social versions of constitutivism because of their analysis of the sociality of agency.

5.4.1. Sociality and Structure of Constitutivism

One response that Enoch makes is to argue that what he calls “the adversarial stance” is a

mistake. By the adversarial stance, Enoch means the dramatization of the shmagent as “an

actual character, with a position to defend.”111The shmagent, Enoch says, isn’t an actual char-

acter, but rather is “the embodiment of a problem we face, because of our commitments.”112

Althoughwemight be able to show that the shmagent, were the shmagent an actual character,

would be in trouble because of the conflicting commitments that it has, it would not be

enough to “show that we are out of trouble.”113 To show that there are “no safe grounds”

111 Enoch, “Shmagency Revisited,” 219.
112 Enoch, 219.
113 Enoch, 220.
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from which to ask the shmagency question, Enoch says, does not do anything to “vindicate

practical reason” and we would need a separate argument for that.114

As Ferrero has pointed out, this accusation is “somewhat disingenuous” because Enoch’s

shmagency challenge does “make[] abundant use of the shmagent as the main dramatis per-

sona.”115 Part of what gives the shmagency challenge its punch is precisely that Enoch does

take the adversarial stance. But, as Ferrero points out, the argument that there is no safe

ground from which to ask the “Why be an agent?” question is not to rule out all attempts to

ask this question. It may still be a perfectly intelligible internal question. It is to rule out the

safe ground from which to ask it as an external question. If there is no safe ground to ask it

from an external standpoint, then the character isn’t an embodiment of a problem that we

face because there just isn’t an intelligible problem there in the first place. The demand for a

further vindication of practical reason, then, is unnecessary—a further vindication against

what? Even if we drop the adversarial stance, we are still owed an intelligible specification

of the problem that we face, but, if there is no safe ground from which to ask the external

shmagency question, then there can be no such intelligible specification.

Now perhaps, it will be said, that the shmagent doesn’t care: reasons simply roll off our

shmagent’s back. Yet, even so, this does not obviously change the force of those reasons for

others within the relevant recognitive web (chapter 3). Earlier we saw, following Werner,

that one of the reasons that the shmagency problem feels so pressing is because we consider

it from a monological point of view. The monological approach, Werner points out, starts

from an individual’s first-personal perspective, and this is Korsgaard’s approach. From this

114 Enoch, 220.
115 Ferrero, “Inescapability Revisited,” 15.
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perspective, the individual reflectively asks, “Assume I do not yet care about the well-being,

the interests, the practical claims, moral arguments or evaluations of other. Which argument,

then, could convince me to take moral reasons seriously?”116The answer to that question,

Werner says, is that no argument could. The reason for this, as we’ve seen above, is that a

weakly social agent will always have the option of opting back into a thin, detached version

of agency. Now it is true that many agents may not decide to do this in fact, but what matters

here is that it’s always an option for the skeptic. Recall how the Shmagency objections works:

the Shmagency-style questions are posed under the assumption of a monological perspective:

“What reason do I have to be an agent?” or “What reason do I have to be a thick agent?”

If Werner is right, then the answer, at least to the latter question, must be none. While

the responses to Shmagency may solve the metanormative problem for the weakly social

constitutivist, this isn’t enough to solve the normative problem that we’ve isolated through

the CBD, and constitutivism won’t be able to make good on, as Enoch calls it, its normative

hope.

Stephen Darwall makes a similar point regarding Korsgaard’s view. Darwall agrees with

Korsgaard that “reflective awareness requires self-attributing authority of some form” but

he is skeptical that her monological, first-personal account can adequately provide it.117

Wemay have an epistemic authority about one’s desires. Even if practical identity, he says,

provides authority that unifies one’s agency, such authority is extremely limited: it does not

involve answerability or accountability to others or even oneself. We can recall here Railton’s

point concerning Low Brow agency and ends: if an agent accords no deliberative weight to

116 Werner, “The Morality Club and the Moral Sceptic,” 4.
117 Darwall, “Reply to Korsgaard, Wallace, and Watson,” 55.
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an end, then the agent just doesn’t acknowledge it as an end, but, because the agent has not

acknowledged it as an end, it cannot be irrational not to pursue it as an end.118 Likewise,

on Darwall’s criticism, if an agent does not accord an end the deliberative weight that we

would normally hold appropriate given her or his practical identity, there is no mechanism

by which others or even the agent can be held answerable or accountable for this, at least

from the perspective of a thin, monological, weakly social conception of agency.

In addition to using recognitive relations with others to respond to this challenge, we

can also draw on self-constitution to answer some aspects of these normative challenges.

The shmagent as a skeptical figure asks why it isn’t possible to opt out of agency altogether:

“Perhaps I can’t act without aiming at self-constitution, but why should I act?”119 In terms

of the view of agency I have advanced so far, the shmagent, then, would be engaging in a

kind of self-de-constitution and opting out of agency. But notice here that whether or not the

shmagent does this does not undermine the grounds for normative assessment in terms of

self-constitution as an etiological kind.

Indeed, we can go somewhat further on this point: constitutive kinds can ground the

intelligibility of those falling under them insofar as they provide the concept by which those

entities are intelligible. We saw this, for example, with species: the concept of the species as

such provides the ground on virtue of which that species is intelligible. Self-constitution,

then, is part of what grounds our intelligibility as the kind of thing that we are. By this, I mean

the following: our intelligibility as agents depends on both our conceptions of ourselves and

118 Railton, “On the Hypothetical and Non-Hypothetical in Reasoning about Belief and
Action,” 309–10 See discussion on p. 443.

119 Enoch, “Agency, Shmagency,” 179.
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on how others recognize us in terms of those self-conceptions. What the shmagent proposes

to do, then, is to attempt to opt out of this game altogether, but that would involve giving up

a self-conception and the recognition of that self-conception altogether.

But notice that this is a serious problem for the shmagent. One of the primary interpreta-

tions (and the more meta-normatively ambitious one) that we can give to the shmagent is that

the shmagent shows that, as long as being a shmagent is intelligible, then it is possible, and,

as long as it is possible, then it is a serious threat to constitutivism. But notice that this very

intelligibility presupposes a ground of intelligibility for what the shmagent does. In other words,

for the shmagent’s challenge to go through, the shmagent relies on the constitutive ground of

agency that the shmagent proposes to disavow: that others we recognize his “shmactivity” or

“shmaction” of “shmelf-shmonstituting” himself as an “shmagent.” Now if we don’t recognize

the shmagent as a shmagent per the shmagent’s self-conception (or something like it) as that

kind of thing: then the challenge simply is not intelligible to us, and, if it is not intelligible,

then it is not a serious threat. If we do recognize the shmagent as “shmelf-shmonstituting”

himself then it seems that the shmagent’s challenge is indeed intelligible in a certain sense

(we can understand the quasi-self-constitution qua shmagency), but it is also plainly inco-

herent in another sense: the shmagent is trying to show that agency’s constitutive function

of self-constitution through recognitive relations with others is possible by engaging in a

form of self-constitution (or a “shm”-form of it) that relies on the recognition of others for its

philosophical power.

With an etiological account of functions, this is also somewhat beside the point. Even if

we were to grant that the shmagent is in fact doing something intelligible and not incoherent
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(which seems unlikely), it would still not follow that this undermines the grounds of normative

assessment regarding the shmagent. To see this, consider the following: either the shmagent

“shows up” to us as a self-de-constituting agent (that is, in terms of going from agent to

shmagent), or the shmagent doesn’t show up to us at all. If it is the latter, then what exactly is

the challenge supposed to be? If the shmagent is literally unintelligible to us, then we cannot

understand that agent as threat to our self-conceptions in a literal way. We simply don’t see

the shmagent as showing up within our recognitive world.

Or, by contrast, suppose that we do see the shmagent showing up in our recognitive

world. If so, then we have grounds for the normative assessment of that shmagent. The reason

for this is the etiological account of the self-constitutive function: insofar as the shmagent

shows up as a live challenge to us, we see that shmagent as standing in relation to (and as a

result of) a self-constituting history in the context of a recognitive web (see §3.4.2.3). Now,

on the etiological account, it doesn’t matter as much whether or not a member of a kind is

performing the activity of that kind in some minimal way. What matters is how that entity

came to be the kind that they are in terms of a functional history. So, then, if we recognize

the would-be-shmagent as a shmagent, then we do so in virtue of that would-be shmagent’s

history of self-constitution in a relevantly similar form to our own. Even if the would-be

shmagent doesn’t fall into outright incoherence due to a performative self-contradiction, we

would still have grounds to normatively assess the shmagent in terms of his unwillingness

to participate in joint self-constitutive activity. To return to the broken vacuum cleaner

example from chapter 4: we don’t say that the broken vacuum cleaner just isn’t a vacuum

cleaner, but rather it is a bad one because it does not perform the function that constitutes its
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kind in etiological terms. Likewise, even if the shmagent could coherently stop participating

in agency somehow (in the relevant a meta-normative), this wouldn’t really challenge the

assessment of that agent as flawed.

Now one worry here might be that such a response misses the mark insofar as we haven’t

given the shmagent a reason to be an agent. But here, again, we have to turn to the etiological

point within the context of the recognitive web (as discussed in §3.4.2.3). If the would-be

shmagent is intelligible, then that is from within the recognitive web and attempting to leave

it. In that case, we can engage in the exchange of reasons with the would-be shmagent, even if

the shmagent is intractable in response. If the shamgent is outside the recognitive web, then

the shmagent isn’t capable of giving us reasons to doubt our standing within that web. Thus,

the shmagent’s impact is greatly limited by the standing within the recognitive web that the

shmagent has.

Here we can draw on the discussion in chapter 2 of the problem of the normative. The

problem of the normative, we will recall, arose because the right kind of challenge emerged in a

dialogical context between two agents. In diachronic terms, where the shmagency challenge

is relevant is in terms of that moment: between two would-be agents engaging in recognitive

(or quasi-recognitive) challenges with each other. But the historical point matters here: the

history that we have as the kind of thing that we are is not the history that the would-be agents

at that early stage have. They have no history of self-constitution of the relevant form (i.e., in

terms of social and self-conscious self-constitution) by which they can be assessed. But, as

we have seen, the would-be shmagent does have that history in terms of his current kind.

Now perhaps the would-be shmagent wants to insist that, according to his conception
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of shmagency, he is in fact intelligible. But notice here the similarity to the rule-following

objection (see §3.2.1.2): there is no such thing as a form of Shmagency that is only intelligible to

the shmagent and not intelligible to anyone else. The shmagent relies on social recognition of

self-conception as a shmagent in order to be a shmagent, but, in so relying on that recognition,

our shmagent is subject to the normative authority of those others in determining whether

or not the shmagent really counts as a shmagent, yet this, in attempting to opt out of the

game of agency, is exactly what our would-be agent hopes to deny.

Here I want to further draw out the social element of this in terms of the recognitive

web that we discussed in chapter 3. Our would-be shmagent, if intelligible as a challenge,

has a place within a history of self-constitution and within the recognitive web. Yet, the

latter means that we can give reasons to the shmagent and we can give reasons to each other

concerning the shmagent. Here, then, again is where we see a dilemma crop up for the

shmagent in terms of recognition: can the shmagent demand unilateral recognition from

us in terms of the reasons he gives us while denying us recognition as sources of normative

authority in terms of the reasons that we give him? Even if we were to grant the coherence of

this challenge, what we can notice is that it shrinks the sphere of the shmagent’s normative

challenge significantly. That is, if the shmagent cannot engage in the business of agency as

we have seen, which involves the exchange of reasons, then the dialogical and dyadic force

of the shmagent is virtually eliminated as a serious normative threat.
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5.5. Conclusion

I started this chapter by examining David Enoch’s Shmagency Objection. According to this

objection, constitutivism fails because a would-be agent can escape any binding normative

standards by being a shmagent instead. There were two interpretation of this that I discussed:

a Why be moral? Interpretation and an Open Question Interpretation. Each of these placed

distinct pressures on constitutivism: the Why be moral? Interpretation showed that there

was a problem with bindingness and the Open Question Interpretation showed that there

was a problem with content. However, because of shmagency’s implausibility, we saw

that Enoch’s objection ultimately fails. Yet, even though this objection does not work, we

were able to reformulate it into the Shmagency* Objection and the content–bindingness

dilemma without relying on a dubious concept of shmagency. According to these, there is

an equivocation between two concepts of agency—thin and thick—and this equivocation

creates serious problems for constitutivism. If constitutivism uses a thin conception of

agency, then it can generate bindingness but not content; if it uses a thick conception of

agency, then it can generate content but not bindingness. We need a way to give an account

of constitutivism that does not equivocate between the two concepts of agency.

After setting out this dilemma, we turned to the structure of constitutivism and sociality.

The content-bindingness dilemma applies to existing versions of constitutivism, I

argued, because of their accounts of the sociality of agency. We looked to three different

versions of constitutivism—Korsgaard’s, Velleman’s, and Katsafanas’s—and showed that

each of these rely on a weakly social conception of agency. What this means, then, is that

their thin concepts of agency cannot generate normative content based on the sociality of
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agency without falling prey to the cbd.

Because the common failure point of these three versions of constitutivism is their weakly

social account of agency, we may be able to avoid the content-bindingness dilemma

by providing a strong account of the sociality of agency. On a strongly social view, sociality

is essentially constitutive of agency itself. If sociality is essentially constitutive of agency,

then, instead of having to make the jump from a thin concept of agency to a thick concept of

agency and back and forth, we can have a unified and robust concept of agency as strongly

social. If this works, then we can reject premise 1 of the cbd): that we must choose either a

thin (weakly social) concept of agency or a thick (strongly social) concept of agency. If we can

justifiably reject this premise and provide an adequate, unitary concept of strongly social

agency, then we may be able to avoid the cbd. If we view the cbd as a reforming challenge,

then we can see it as pressuring us to provide robust normative content that binds as many

agents as possible. Even if it turns out, in the end, that it is not entirely possible to avoid the

content-bindingness dilemma for every single agent, the hope is that a reformulated,

strongly social account of agency’s constitution can better meet this reforming challenge

than existing accounts.
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