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ABSTRACT 
 

Philosophy is in the midst of a social turn. Our community is pouring new energy into 

fields like social epistemology and social ontology, and across the discipline we have 

turned our focus toward political and ethical issues involving social identities, social 

roles, and social positions. One of the central themes of this literature is the relation 

between our normative and our social understanding of the world. Gender shows up as 

intimately related to gender norms; race shows up as intimately related to racial norms; 

etc. Despite this central theme involving normativity, the social turn has yet to have a 

measurable impact on the subdiscipline of metaethics, which concerns itself with the 

nature an foundation of normativity.  

 In this dissertation, I begin the work of bringing metaethics into the fold of the 

social turn in philosophy. I do not provide a comprehensive view. More modestly, I 

provide a path for those who wish to better understand what relations obtain between 

our social and our normative understandings of the world and why creatures like us 

would make sense of the world in this way. This path is composed of two parts. The first 

is critical evaluation of existing social theories in metaethics. To this end, I argue for multiple 

subtractions, revisions, and additions to expressivist and Kantian constructivist theories. In 

the process, I propose two social theories of my own: “differential conformist behavior,” 

according to which we linguistically and non-linguistically exhibit our normative judgments in 

our behavior, differentially imitating and censuring others in such a way that re-enforces 

localized conformity in our patterns of interpersonal attitudes and behavioral dispositions; and 
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co-constitutive “social identities,” which is a social elaboration of Christine Korsgaard’s 

“practical identities.” The second part of the path is to engage across traditions. To this end, 

I argue that engaging in what I call “productive comparison” between social accounts offered 

from different traditions holds the possibility of an emergent understanding of the relations 

between normativity and sociality that we could not gain from one tradition alone.  
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Chapter 1 
 
Could Metaethics Be Social? 
 
 
 

 

1. Introduction 

 
 Philosophers in the past have spoken of great shifts in our collective philosophical focus in 

terms of a “turn.” There was, they say, a Copernican turn, a historical turn, a linguistic turn, and a 

pragmatic turn. We are now in the midst of what we might call philosophy’s social turn. Our 

conversations have pivoted to social identity, inequality, social recognition, and social construction. 

Social themes from Hegel, Marx, and Wittgenstein have been reshaped, repurposed, and renewed. 

New energy has poured into burgeoning disciplines like feminism, race theory, social ontology, and 

social epistemology, each with its own monographs and anthologies hot off the press. Meanwhile, 

more traditional subfields like political philosophy, normative ethics, and philosophy of language are 

trying on radical social makeovers, abandoning decades of focus on the individual in favor of a critique 

of systems, structures, and institutions.  

 For all its momentum and appeal, this social turn has yet to make a measurable impact in the 

subdiscipline of metaethics. While social epistemology and social ontology command an impressive 

presence in recent philosophical literature, there simply is no corresponding field of social metaethics. 

Some might think this is for good reason. Metaethicists are concerned with the foundations of 

normativity, after all, with the universal, the unconditioned, the truth-independent-of-us. Many would balk at 

the idea that we could find normative objectivity or the grounding of obligation within the contingent 

vagary of the social world.  
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 And yet, much of what philosophers of the social turn are investigating gets to the heart of how 

we make sense of normativity. Gender norms are related to gender; racial norms are related to race. 

Social recognition seems to involve recognizing authority, status, entitlement, and obligation. To 

understand the world normatively may be to understand the world socially, and vice versa. Our 

particular social organization may be contingent, but our sociality may sit at the foundations of 

normativity.  

 In this dissertation, I aim to illuminate a path for philosophers who might seek to bring 

metaethics into the fold of the social turn—a path we might take to build a comprehensive social view 

in metaethics. In this introductory chapter, I explore the questions that motivate this dissertation, 

making more vividly clear why we would want such a social view. I then offer a brief sketch of the 

contributions I intend to make, before concluding with a preview of the chapters that follow.  

 

2. The Questions 

 The social turn in philosophy is brimming with normativity. By this I mean that social ontology 

and social epistemology, feminism and race theory are all saturated with talk of norms. Social 

epistemologists tell us that we systematically and unjustly make sense of individuals in certain social 

groups as having greater entitlement to make assertions than individuals in other social groups. Social 

ontologists point out that what we call "social identities," "social kinds," "social roles," or "social 

positions," like gender, race, sexual orientation, etc., are tied to norms (and often unjust norms at 

that)—that women and men are held accountable for comporting themselves in different ways, as are 

those who are raced as black, white, Asian, Latinx, and so on, and those who are gay, straight, bi, trans, 

and queer. Whatever other ways we understand social identities, positions, etc., to understand 

someone as a woman, as gay, as Asian, is to understand that person as situated within a vast normative 
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matrix—an immensely complex matrix of entitlements, obligations, ideals of virtue, and so on—that 

governs our social existence. 

 That we make sense of norms in relation to who we are in social space is not new to the social 

turn in philosophy; this relation between our identities, positions, or roles on the one hand and the 

norms that govern our interpersonal behavior on the other is evident in our everyday understanding 

of the social world around us. To be a parent is to be obligated to care for one's children; to be a 

police officer is to be entitled to enforce laws in ways everyday citizens are not entitled to enforce 

them; to be a jester is to be obligated to entertain the queen and king; to be a goalie is to be entitled 

to pass the soccer ball with one's hands. When determining how I ought to treat you, I do so in relation 

to who I am and who you are. How I ought to treat you seems to depend on whether you are my doctor 

and I your patient, you are my sister and I your brother, or you are my student and I your teacher; 

whether we are co-citizens, co-adherents of a religious discipline, teammates, or colleagues. 

 Pre-philosophically, then, norms and social identities (positions, roles, etc.) are seemingly 

related. Or, to step back one level, our social understanding of the world seems intimately related to 

our normative understanding of the world. But what are the relations between these? And why is it 

that we make sense of the world in this way—what does it do for us, not just individually, but for 

groups, for societies, or for our species? Is it possible that our normative perspective serves functions 

that are socially foundational? 

 These are questions that are at home in philosophy's social turn, and yet they are not questions 

that are suited solely to those disciplines that have taken up the mantle of social philosophy—e.g., 

social ontology, social epistemology, and political philosophy. Surely, one discipline to which these 

questions may seem well-suited is the philosophical discipline that is that is centrally concerned with 

inquiry into the nature and foundations of normativity: i.e., metaethics.  
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 And yet, if our desire is to find within the history of metaethics some answers to these 

questions (or even some stepping stones along the path to the answers we seek), the current of the 

metaethical literature is against us. Metaethicists are mostly loath to dip into the muddy waters of the 

concrete, social world around us. For the most part, metaethics is a combination of analytic 

metaphysics, philosophy of mind, and philosophy of language. Like much of the work in these 

disciplines over the course of the 20th century, metaethics has largely centered around the acceptance 

or rejection of a certain picture of the relation between our words or minds and the world around us. 

Do words like 'right' and 'wrong' and 'good' and 'bad,' or the mental states in our head that concern 

right and wrong and good and bad, represent the world? Do they describe it, refer to it, correspond to 

it? And if so, how do they manage to do this? Can we only represent a world we can observe with our 

five senses, and is the world we represent with normative terms thus the same as the one we represent 

with our terms for colors and shapes? Or are our normative words capable of, and oriented toward, 

correspondence with some part of the world we cannot see or hear or touch? Or, must we resist this 

picture entirely; ought we instead suppose that individuals do not represent a normative world, that they 

do something else when they make sense of the world in these terms, or when they take up these states 

of mind? Perhaps when I say murder is wrong, I am simply emoting. Or perhaps when I say I ought 

to follow through on my promise, I am legislating—setting down laws to guide my action. Most 

importantly, how can any of these views make sense of the meaning, or the semantic content of an 

individual's normative claims? How can we explain what I mean when I say that murder is wrong? 

 This preoccupation with the acceptance or rejection of representation in metaethics is one that 

leaves little room for theorizing on the relation between normativity and sociality. The social is fleeting, 

contingent, happenstance. If our concern is entirely with whether we are representing or emoting or 

legislating our own actions, how we happen to organize ourselves, socially, may seem not to make any 

difference to our inquiry. Our questions touch the universal, the foundational, the unconditioned, and 
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our contingent social relations with one another may seem anything but these things. Better to leave 

the social to the normative ethicists and the political philosophers, who are, through no fault of their 

own, less concerned with ultimate foundations. 

 This is not to say that no philosophers have considered the questions I posed above 

concerning the relations between our social and our normative understandings of the world. Indeed, 

much of the following dissertation builds on theories offered by expressivists and Kantian 

constructivists who have, at times in their careers, found that the answers to their own questions about 

normativity may lie in some understanding of sociality. However, reading through this dissertation 

may give one the impression that sociality takes center stage in expressivist and Kantian constructivist 

thought. It does not. I argue in chapter 3 that expressivism has always been concerned with the social, 

and I back this claim up with evidence from expressivists dating back nearly a century (A.J. Ayer's 

Language, Truth, and Logic was first published in 1936, after all). And yet, I must make the case that these 

theories are central to expressivist thought and that these theories are best interpreted as social, 

because most of the expressivist literature (both for and against the view) is relatively unconcerned 

with what might be considered these errant strands of expressivist thought, and rather much more 

concerned with expressivism's rejection of representation and its work toward explaining the meaning 

of normative claims. Indeed, even the two philosophers I cite most—Simon Blackburn and Allan 

Gibbard—spill a relatively small amount of ink, in rather disparate corners of their large bodies of 

work, on the social. Much of my task in chapter 3 lies in discovering, highlighting, and sewing together 

these social threads in a way that brings them more fully to life as true themes within expressivist 

thought. I argue in chapter 4 that contemporary Kantian constructivists have incorporated sociality 

into their view, citing constructivists' growing interest in the relation between norms and our identities. 

And yet, I must make the case that this interest can be interpreted as one that involves sociality, because 

most philosophers (including Christine Korsgaard, who coined the term "practical identity") are less 
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interested in the social or interpersonal situation of these identities and more interested in how self-

legislation of the norms governing these identities might explain what the individual is doing when 

using normative terms and reasoning about what that individual ought to do. Whenever expressivists 

or Kantian constructivists seem on the verge of conducting a deep inquiry into questions about the 

relation between our social and our normative understandings of the world, they seem compelled by 

the immense gravitational pull of the dominant conversations in metaethics to return to the site of 

representation, and of the determination of the semantic content of our normative claims.  

 Thus, although the questions are simple enough—how ought we make sense of the relation 

between our understanding of the social world around us (as fractured into so many social identities, 

roles, positions, etc.) and our understanding of ourselves as differentially bound by norms (which 

govern the relations among those with these social identities), and what does it do for us to make 

sense of the social world around us in this way?––the answers are not at all obvious. There are, as I 

have said, some real building blocks to be found in our attempt to build a view that makes sense of 

these things. I argue in this dissertation that, despite the limitations of their views, expressivists and 

Kantian constructivists do provide us with illuminating theories that begin to engage with these 

questions. But these theories are ones we must cobble together, massage, and interpret in just the right 

ways in order to make them plausible, consistent, and fruitful. Moreover, as I argue, they do not 

provide us full answers, and when we seek to expand upon them we may be required to amend or 

reject certain other metaethical commitments (e.g., a commitment to self-legislation). Still, to start 

from scratch would be to ignore the most profound insights, and it would ultimately mean far more 

work. The most promising path therefore includes navigating the delicate balance between 

appreciating and building off of the work of others while remaining critical of the shortcomings and 

missteps we might find along the way. 
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3. The Contributions 

 Although the questions I outlined in the previous section are the driving force of this 

dissertation, there is not enough space within a dissertation to provide and fully defend complete 

answers to these questions. In other words, there is not enough space here to build a novel, 

comprehensive social view in metaethics. Indeed, one of my central arguments in the dissertation is 

that metaethics is social, in the sense that building such a view is not something that one philosopher, 

or even one tradition in metaethics is likely to provide.  

 Relative to the ambition of building a comprehensive social view in metaethics, the 

contribution I provide in this dissertation is accordingly modest. At the most general level, what I 

offer is a path we might follow in order to build such a view. This path is composed of two parts, 

both of which contain their own significant contributions to the literature.  

 The first part is an elaboration of the claim above—that we will build a better social view if 

we engage across traditions. Many philosophers believe that metaethical positions are inconsistent 

with one another—that the truth of expressivism, for instance, would preclude the truth of 

constructivism, realism, and so on. Even those who believe that the accounts from two separate 

traditions may turn out to be true are not always eager, however, to herald another tradition's accounts 

or to engage with them. Christine Korsgaard (2003), for instance, is a Kantian constructivist who 

admits that expressivism is "true after all," yet calls it "boring" and suggests it has little of value to 

offer to metaethics (p.122, fn49). In this dissertation, I argue that accounts from separate traditions 

possess not only the possibility of compatibility, but of complementation. Indeed, I argue that we will 

build a better social view in metaethics if we bring social accounts from multiple traditions together 

in an activity I call "productive comparison." Doing so has the possibility of yielding an emergent 

understanding that neither account on its own could provide.  
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 Engaging across traditions is beneficial, but only if those traditions contain plausible social 

accounts to begin with. Prior to productive comparison, then, we must interrogate what social 

accounts are available and determine whether they are plausible, whether they offer an adequate 

explanatory weight, etc. The second part of the path toward a better social view in metaethics thus 

consists in showing how we might conduct this interrogation. In particular, I critically evaluate social 

theories I piece together from expressivist and Kantian constructivist writings, prescribing various 

amendments, additions, and retractions along the way.  

 In regards to expressivism, I argue that expressivists will only succeed in their goal of 

explaining "why we can't do without" our normative perspective if they can demonstrate the role that 

this perspective plays in coordinating our interpersonal behavior at the level of social roles (here 

thought of as structured patterns of differential interpersonal attitudes and behavioral dispositions). 

To this end, I offer a theory of what I call "differential conformist behavior," according to which we 

linguistically and non-linguistically exhibit our normative judgments in our behavior, differentially 

imitating and censuring others in such a way that re-enforces localized conformity in our patterns of 

interpersonal attitudes and behavioral dispositions. This account gives at least a partial answer to the 

question from §2 concerning why we make sense of the world according to related social identities and 

norms.  

 In regards to Kantian constructivism, I argue that although constructivists are right to argue 

that norms are co-constitutive with what they call "practical identities"—for instance, that what it is 

to be bound by teaching norms is to be a teacher, and what it is to be a teacher is to be bound by 

teaching norms—our interpersonal norms are also co-constitutive with what I call "identities of 

concern," the identities that mark us as the appropriate concern for some set of norms. What it is to 

be the concern of teaching norms is to be a student, and what it is to be a student is to be the concern of 

teaching norms. In other words, I posit a view according to which norms are structured with two 
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poles on either side—a locus of accountability (the who who is accountable to the norm) and a locus 

of concern (the whom whom is the concern of the norm). In many cases, I argue, our practical identity 

and our identity of concern are inextricably tied together—one cannot be a teacher (practical identity) 

without being a teacher (identity of concern), and vice versa. When these identities are tied together 

in this way, I call the pair a "social identity." Just as interpersonal norms are co-constitutive with 

practical identities and identities of concern, I argue that social identities are co-constitutive, too. This 

account of social identities gives at least a partial answer to the question from §2 concerning the 

relation between identities or roles and norms—it is a relation of co-constitution. 

 Neither of these accounts—of differential conformist behavior nor of co-constitutive social 

identities—is obvious. The former is obscured by expressivists' disparate and inconsistent treatments 

of conformity and coordination, as well as their (at times) myopic focus on normative discourse to the 

exclusion of other forms of exhibiting our normative judgments. The latter is weighted down by the 

Kantian constructivist's central commitment to the practice of self-legislation, or individualistic 

construction of normativity. Demonstrating that the path to a better social view in metaethics may 

involve productively comparing accounts like the two I just mentioned nevertheless requires that I 

demonstrate why characterizations of conformity of coordination are inconsistent, why we ought to 

focus on other forms of exhibiting our normative judgments, and why self-legislation ought to be 

abandoned to make way for social identities. There is far more detailed work to be done for the sake 

of a comprehensive social view, but these are illustrations of the sort of detailed research, 

interpretation, and argumentation that will be required. 
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4. The Plan 

 Detailing the contributions is not the same as detailing the chronology of events in the 

dissertation. Different chapters add in different ways to these contributions, and I want to offer here 

a preview to the reader of what is in store for them. 

 Chapter 2 is the workhorse of the dissertation. It may feel at first like a distraction from the 

central contribution of the dissertation—offering a path to a comprehensive social view in 

metaethics—but it is not. This chapter serves three purposes. First, in it I develop a battery of 

conceptual tools that will help the reader to understand my methodology. In particular, I develop the 

technical concept of a metaethical project, which I argue is conducted from a perspective. I understand 

metaethics in large part in terms of what we are doing when we offer and defend our views. Although 

I do not use the phrase 'metaethical project' in chapters 3 and 4, I hope the reader will see that my 

methodology in these chapters is always to proceed from understanding what philosophers need for 

the sake of their project—indeed, for the sake of the end of that project. Second, I home in on the 

general camp that I claim houses the projects in which expressivists and Kantian constructivists are 

engaged: non-representationalism. This camp is defined simply by their not putting forward an account 

of a representational function of our normative perspective. Leaving representationalism aside opens 

up a space for social views: what social functions might a normative perspective serve, and might the 

structure of a normative perspective be in some sense social, too? Lastly, chapter 2 sets up the ultimate 

payoff in chapter 5 by introducing the concepts of transformative complementation between metaethical 

accounts and productive comparison, which I mentioned in the previous section. 

 With the methodology set and the general camp identified, I leave the meta work aside for 

chapters 3 and 4, delving more specifically into expressivism and Kantian constructivism, respectively. 

In chapter 3, I argue that expressivists are engaged in a special sort of naturalizing project, which aims 

to make sense, from a naturalistic perspective, of why we can't do without a normative perspective. I 
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then characterize three expressivist accounts of the function of a normative perspective: that it serves 

to express our non-doxastic attitudes, that it serves to influence one another's attitudes in such a way 

that we can generate conformity among these attitudes, and that it serves to coordinate our 

interpersonal attitudes and behavioral dispositions. After critically evaluating these accounts, 

correcting and adding to them where need be, I offer my account of differential conformist behavior, 

which I detailed in the previous section. In chapter 4, I argue that Kantian constructivists are engaged 

in a project that intends to provide practical guidance to the one who cannot determine what they 

ought to do. Constructivists posit their account of self-legislation as a theory of one aspect of the 

process of determining what we ought to do, and they posit their account of the co-constitutive 

relation between practical identities and norms as a theory of the structural constraints on our self-

legislative activity. As I suggested in the previous section, I argue that norms are not only co-

constitutive with practical identities, but identities of concern, too, and that this simple addition to 

their account is fatal to the theory of self-legislation.  

 Finally, in chapter 5, I make the case for active engagement across traditions (or as I put it, 

engagement across metaethical projects). We will build a better comprehensive social view in metaethics 

if we bring social theories like those I develop in this dissertation together in productive comparison; 

doing so will make us better equipped to fulfill the goals of each project we bring to the table, and it 

will enable us to build an emergent understanding of the relations between normativity and sociality. 

To this end, I introduce the concept in this chapter of bridging statements, which make explicit the 

normative relations between accounts offered from different perspectives. In particular, I make the 

case that metaethicists should look to relate accounts using external functional relation statements (e.g., 

the function of taking up a perspective from which we socially recognize one another's social identities 

is to coordinate our attitudes and behaviors at the level of social roles) and doing-when statements (e.g., 

what we are doing when we are socially recognizing our social identity and the social identities of those 
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around us is engaging in differential social conformist behavior). Demonstrating that either of these 

statements are true is beyond the scope of this dissertation. What I hope to show in this chapter is only 

how philosophers might go forward in building a comprehensive social view, and bridging my accounts 

from chapters 3 and 4 is one way we might begin along this path. 
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Chapter 2 
 
Metaethics: From Commitments to Projects  
 
 
 

 

 

1. Introduction 

One important tradition in metaethics centers around offering a taxonomy of metaethical 

camps—making sense of the relation between realism and anti-realism, for instance—as an important 

tool for understanding the metaethical terrain.1 The dominant approach to populating this taxonomy 

is to define camps according to unique sets of philosophical commitments—e.g., one is a natural realist 

if and only if one is committed to claims a, b, and c; one is a non-natural realist if and only if one is 

committed to claims not-b, c, and d; etc.2  

As scholars in the field know all too well, however, sorting camps in this way quickly reveals 

problems. Some metaethical camps come to share philosophical commitments that belie deep 

differences in their philosophical lineage. For instance, quasi-realist expressivists and non-natural 

realists share commitments concerning truth-aptness, objectivity, and mind-independence, but most 

would not count the two groups as one. Just as problematically, some philosophers propose hybrid 

views that straddle camp divisions (e.g., realist-expressivism, expressivist-constitutivism, constitutivist-

constructivism, etc.). We want to meet these philosophers’ arguments where they are, but when 

diverging camps are defined in terms of diverging and inconsistent commitments, hybrids are assumed 

 
1 Metaethics textbooks, for instance, are usually structured in terms of such a taxonomy. See Miller (2013), 
Fisher (2011), Chrisman (2017), van Roojen (2015), Shafer-Landau (2007), and part I of McPherson and Plunket 
(2018). 
2 This is evident in each of the textbooks cited above, but paradigmatically exhibited in the introductions to 
Miller (2013), Chrisman (2017), and van Roojen (2015). 
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impossible unless proven otherwise. To make way for hybrid views by changing the way we define 

diverging camps, however, can seem ad hoc.  

In response to these taxonomical headaches, we might think the best way to honor the growth 

of complex and philosophically rich views like quasi-realism and hybrid theories is simply to stop 

stuffing philosophers in boxes. Mark Schroeder (2009), for instance, “salutes” those who offer hybrid 

views for “liberating” us from metaethical flowcharts (p.259). Let the arguments stand for themselves, 

we might think. We are more than capable of assessing their merits without a guiding taxonomy.  

In this chapter, I propose a different response. To be sure, the virtue of a taxonomy lies only 

in its usefulness. If it is of no use, better to get rid of it. That said, I believe there is a way of structuring 

a taxonomy of the metaethical landscape that can usefully orient us to real and important divisions 

within the metaethical literature while respecting philosophical lineage and methodology and making 

room for hybrid camps in a way that is not, at the end of the day, ad hoc. I argue that considerable 

progress can be made if, rather than defining camps in terms of unique sets of philosophical 

commitments, we define them instead in terms of unique metaethical projects—i.e., in terms of how 

philosophers actually go about making sense of normativity. Defining camps in this way, I argue, is 

useful in just those places where we find that the usefulness of traditional taxonomies breaks down.  

The structure of the chapter is as follows. In §2, I motivate an overhaul of the commitment-

based taxonomies by diagnosing in more detail the problems of unrelated lookalikes and hybrid camps. 

In §3-5, I attempt to show that we can avoid these problems by defining metaethical camps in terms 

of metaethical projects. In §3, I first introduce the notion of a metaethical project and begin to show 

how we can mark distinctions among projects. I then show how (sometimes radically) different 

metaethical projects can complement one another in achieving a shared goal. In §4-5, I show how 

defining camps according to metaethical projects and highlighting the possibility of complementation 

among these projects can help to avoid the problems of unrelated camps that look alike (§4) and 
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hybridization (§5). Finally, in §6, I propose a primary distinction for a taxonomy of metaethical 

projects—one between representationalism and non-representationalism. I argue that this distinction 

is useful, and I speculate on why we are more likely to find the social accounts from which we can build 

a comprehensive, social view in metaethics among the non-representationalists. 

 

2. The Problems with Commitment-Based Taxonomies 

 A metaethical taxonomy should enable us to position camps, philosophers, and arguments in 

relation to one another. It should make sense of how and why camps diverge from one another and 

what sorts of relations hold between camps; it should help us place individual philosophers within 

their respective camps and to make sense of the similarities and differences between their arguments; 

and it should help orient us to the proper use of an argument within the relevant philosophical space—

the proper targets of that argument, the camps compatible with the shape and conclusions of that 

argument, etc. 

 The dominant taxonomies currently operative in the metaethical literature position camps, 

philosophers, and arguments by delineating camps according to unique sets of metaethical 

commitments.3 One begins at the top of a flowchart with a primary distinction: those who are 

committed to claim x branch off to the left and become camp A, while those who are committed to 

claim y branch off to the right and become camp B. Subsequent camps branch off from A and B 

according to more distinctions among philosophical commitments, and so on, until the chart finally 

bottoms out with the many specific camps, each defined by its specific, unique set of philosophical 

commitments.  

 
3 For a paradigmatic use of a such a flowchart, see van Roojen (2015) p.5. See also Baron (2016), Huemer 
(2005), and Miller (2013). 
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 To be sure, philosophers disagree about which distinctions should be taken as primary and 

which should come later in the flowchart. Commonly, flowcharts begin either with the distinction 

between cognitivism and non-cognitivism or the distinction between realism and antirealism. Philosophers 

disagree as well concerning what commitments one must have in order to fall to one side or the other 

of either of these distinctions, and so not every flowchart framed by these distinctions will look the 

same. That said, the key point is that, in the case of each of these taxonomies, the distinctions are 

drawn in terms of diverging philosophical commitments. 

 Delineating camps according to diverging sets of commitments purportedly aids us in 

positioning camps, philosophers, and arguments. Suppose we start with a distinction between realism 

and antirealism, for instance. We can position camps: we know that all of the specific camps that stem 

from the left branch include in their unique sets of commitments the realist commitment (however 

we define it), and all those who stem from the right branch include the antirealist commitment. So too 

with individual philosophers: a philosopher committed to a claim that marks one as a realist falls on 

the left side of the map, and at least part of what distinguishes her from those on the right side is the 

difference in this one commitment. And with arguments: arguments that involve realist or anti-realist 

commitments as premises might only concern or find their mark with members of camps on one side 

or the other of the map, whereas arguments that involve those commitments as conclusions might 

concern those on either side.  

 In this section, I argue that commitment-based taxonomies run into two deep problems. First, 

they are unable to contextualize surface similarities in commitments that belie deeper differences in 

lineage and explanatory relations; second, they leave our choice of how to define diverging camps 

underdetermined.  
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2.1 Unrelated Lookalikes 

 The first problem is similar to convergent evolution in biology. Due to selection pressures, 

two species come to resemble one another in characteristics despite distinct genetic lineages. Biologists 

must contend with where to place such creatures within biological taxonomies. In metaethics, two 

camps can come to resemble one another in metaethical commitments despite distinct philosophical lineages. 

Philosophers must contend with where to place such camps within their metaethical taxonomies. 

 This problem is perhaps best evidenced today by the group of expressivists we call quasi-

realists. According to traditional taxonomies, expressivists and traditional realists can be distinguished 

according to a number of differences in commitments. Realists think that normative claims express 

beliefs and represent or refer to normative entities or properties. They think that normative claims are 

truth-apt and objective, and that normative truth is mind-independent. Expressivists, on the other 

hand, reject the idea that normative claims represent or refer to normative entities. They also reject 

the idea that normative claims express doxastic mental states like beliefs; they express non-doxastic, 

attitudinal mental states. Lastly, they think that normative claims are not truth-apt, and thus that there 

is no use in speculating about whether the truth of such claims is mind-independent or mind-

dependent.   

Early emotivists like A.J. Ayer and Charles L. Stevenson fit this description of expressivists 

perfectly. Ayer (1952) wrote that “the function of the relevant ethical word is purely emotive” (108). 

Stevenson (1963) wrote that the function of ethical terms is not represent, refer to, or “describe” 

normative entities, but rather to “influence” (p.16).4 Both denied that normative claims are truth-apt 

and objective. Ayer claimed this denial is justified because normative statements are neither descriptive 

nor representational. To say "murder is wrong" is to say nothing more than "boo murder," which clearly 

 
4 He called ethical terms “instruments” used in the interplay of interests, and demarcates words that are 
“descriptive” from those (including ethical terms) that are “dynamic” (pp.16-18) 
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we can interpret neither as truth evaluable nor as a claim concerning some objective feature of the 

world.  

 Quasi-realist expressivists today hold metaethical commitments that more closely resemble 

the commitments of traditional realists than their emotivist ancestors. In part this is due to the 

progression of expressivist thought about how disagreement in attitude or plan functions. 5 More 

importantly, quasi-realists like Simon Blackburn and Allan Gibbard have come to embrace 

deflationary or minimalist views about truth, representation, and reference. Blackburn says that 

"because of minimalism about truth and representation, there is no objection to tossing them in for 

free, at the end" (1998, p.80), that "evaluation should not be thought of as distinct from 

representation," (1998, p.81), that "there is no harm in saying that ethical predicates refer to properties, 

when such properties are merely the semantic shadows of the fact that they function as predicates 

(1993, p.181), and that "[s]ubtlety with the concept of belief, or with the concept of truth or fact, may 

enable the expressivist to soften [any opposition to the view that moral vocabulary expresses beliefs]" 

(1993, p.185). Gibbard (2015) maintains that he and the realist do not differ in theses, that normative 

concepts "do represent facts, we can say, facts of a non-natural kind, but in a deflationary way" 

(pp.238-9) and endorses talk of reference and truth and falsity of normative vocabulary and claims.  

 Quasi-realists and non-quasi-realists alike take the striking similarity between quasi-realists 

and realists seriously. Gibbard (2002, 2007) claims that in earning the right to speak of normative 

truth, objectivity, beliefs, representation, etc., quasi-realists have “earned the right to speak as realists 

do.” He (2007) goes as far as to say that “we may be hard pressed to identify any real differences 

between… realism, and expressivism, once these positions are suitably refined. We may have a 

happy convergence of different approaches to metanormative theory” (p.55). Sharon Street (2011) 

cites Gibbard’s claim to have earned the right to speak as realists do, but then suggests that the 

 
5 See, for instance, Gibbard (2002). 
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similarity between the two views opens them up to the same criticisms. She argues in particular that 

her Darwinian dilemma for realists applies equally to quasi-realists because they share a commitment 

concerning the mind-independence of normative truth. 

 If we take seriously the idea that camps are defined by their unique sets of metaethical 

commitments, then neither their expressivist lineage nor their difference in methodology should 

dissuade us from labelling at least Blackburn and Gibbard as both cognitivists and realists. They may 

owe an intellectual debt to Ayer, Stevenson, R.M. Hare, etc., but their commitments have markedly 

departed from the commitments of these forebears of expressivism.  

 Most would find this classification to be wrong, however. Neither quasi-realists nor realists 

would agree that quasi-realists are realists. However similar the place they end up, there is a world of 

difference in how they get there. Gibbard (2012, 2015) says that although he and the realist agree in 

theses, they disagree in explanations. Blackburn (1993) tells us that the quasi-realist sees that "what 

starts life as a non-descriptive psychological state ends up expressed, thought about, and considered 

in propositional form," while the realist goes wrong by beginning at the end, at the propositional form 

(p.5).6  

Commitment-based taxonomies thus offer an unsatisfying answer and leave us grasping at 

how to position these philosophers, their arguments, and the camps to which they may or may not 

belong. The fact that quasi-realists spend so much effort in their own works developing an odd sort 

of posturing (we’re realists, but we’re not really realists) is a manifestation of this problem. We are 

therefore in need of some other method of delineation that better equips us to position quasi-realists. 

Such a method should take into account that however we mark distinctions, we want some way of 

 
6 He says if we instead "started and finished with a special sui generous representation of moral aspects of the 
world [as the realist does], we would be drawing a blank" (1998, p.80) 
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paying respect to the idea that the paths philosophers take to their commitments matter when 

delineating camps.7  

One might think I have too quickly concluded that quasi-realists and realists share the same 

set of metaethical commitments. They may seem share commitments, but perhaps they don’t mean the 

same thing when they use the same philosophical vocabulary. Realists, for instance, think truth and 

representation are real, hard, and metaphysically important (whatever this means), whereas quasi-

realists think truth and representation are cheap, easy, and deflated (whatever this means). Even 

Blackburn (1998) suggests that quasi-realists and realists have a "vastly different [account] of 

representation" (p.80). 8 If the two camps mean different things with this vocabulary, then certainly 

their commitments concerning truth and representation are not really the same. 

I don’t want to make any claim here about whether or not the two groups mean different 

things when they talk about truth and representation. But, as Jamie Dreier (2018) points out, even if 

the groups do mean something different with their philosophical vocabulary, this difference is not a 

matter of some underlying differences in philosophical commitments so much as it is a difference in 

philosophical methodology. In order to contrast realism and quasi-realism along the divide between 

deflationary and inflationary understandings of truth and representation, Dreier claims, we have to 

understand the explanatory roles that truth, representation, and the like all play within the realist and 

quasi-realist philosophical projects. The realist explains our representation of normative entities by 

reference to those entities themselves. We have normative representations because there are normative 

entities; or our normative representations function to afford us the capacity to represent those entities. 

Quasi-realists do not deny this exactly, so much as they do not offer these functional explanations of 

 
7 I applaud Jamie Dreier’s (2018) pragmatist approach to delineating metaethical camps, and I build upon it in 
this paper. I invite those who agree with Dreier to consider my own approach to defining metaethical camps 
in §3-5, which I believe to be something of a richer, more comprehensive, and more fruitful version of Dreier’s, 
which is specific to the realism/quasi-realism divide. 
8 Gibbard offers a similar difference in (2015). 
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representations. Instead, they make sense of representation as deflationists do—by looking to our use 

of ‘refers’ and ‘represents’ and other similar words in various contexts. The difference is at the level 

of methodology, and so even if these philosophers mean different things, we need a taxonomy that 

respects the differences in their methodology if we are to make sense of what divides them. 

It’s important to note before moving on, however, that the problem of unrelated lookalikes 

goes deeper than this specific convergence of commitments between quasi-realists and realists. As 

long as it remains possible that two camps might converge in their commitments without converging 

in methodology or explanatory relations, it is possible, too, that we might wind up with more instances 

of unrelated lookalikes. Even if we were to somehow find some slight differences between the 

commitments of realists and quasi-realists and define the camps along the contours of these 

commitments, over time philosophers in these camps might once again converge despite differences 

in methodology and explanatory relations. What we need, then, is a taxonomy that takes methodology 

and explanatory relations seriously. 

 

2.2 Hybridization 

The second problem that commitment-based taxonomies run into concerns how we define 

diverging camps in the wake of a recent preponderance of hybrid camps in metaethics. As I mentioned 

above, at each fork in a traditional taxonomical flowchart, camps break off from one another 

according to diverging metaethical commitments. A hybrid view is one that refuses, at some particular 

fork in the flowchart, to branch off in either direction; it takes both paths, and thus both diverging 

commitments.9 Normative claims express both doxastic and non-doxastic attitudes, or normative 

entities are both real and constructed, etc.  

 
9 Mark Schroeder (2009) characterizes hybrids along this line. He says when camps break off according to 
differing commitments, the hybrid theorist asks, “why not both?” (p.258). 
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Philosophers have, over the last two decades, inserted hybrid views between many camps once 

thought to be inconsistent. David Copp (2001) advocates a realist-expressivism, according to which 

normative claims serve to express both doxastic and non-doxastic mental states. Michael Ridge (2006, 

2007) follows suit and offers a view that marries quasi-realist expressivism with a sort of constitutivism 

(2017); Christine Korsgaard (2009, 2019) offers one of the most forceful defenses of a view that draws 

equally from Kantian constructivist and Aristotelian constitutivist commitments, and admits (2003) 

that expressivism is "true after all" (p.122).  

At first blush, it may seem as if the dominant taxonomies preclude the very possibility of 

hybrid camps. Diverging camps at any particular fork in a taxonomical flowchart (e.g., cognitivism 

and non-cognitivism) are usually considered to be inconsistent. In fact, some flowcharts ask yes or no 

questions to generate the divergence in commitments that defines the divergence between the two 

camps.10 Do you believe that normative claims express doxastic attitudes? If yes, cognitivism. If no, 

non-cognitivism. If a hybrid camp is one that takes on both of these diverging commitments, then it is 

committed to yes and no, p and not-p, and so it is internally inconsistent.  

If we want to make room for hybrid views, then a taxonomy that generates diverging camps 

in this way isn’t going to cut it. One might argue, though, that there are other ways we might define 

diverging camps according to metaethical commitments that does not run into this problem. First, we 

might define the two camps according to different, but compatible, positive commitments, such that 

a hybrid of the two incorporates both commitments without inconsistency. Camp A is committed to 

p, while camp B is committed to q (where neither p nor q entail the negation of the other). Hybrid 

camp, C, is committed to both p and q. Instead of asking, for instance, whether one is committed to 

the claim that normative claims express doxastic attitudes (where the answers are either yes or no), we 

 
10 For a paradigmatic instance, van Roojen (2015), p.5. 
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might instead ask whether one is committed to the claim that normative claims express doxastic 

attitudes or the claim that they express non-doxastic attitudes (where the “or” is inclusive).  

 Although this method of generating diverging camps avoids the problem of inconsistent 

hybrids, it suggests a radical compatibility among camps without explanation. If the set of 

commitments that defines a hybrid camp is internally consistent and includes as subsets the sets of 

commitments that define its parent camps, then the parents and the hybrid are all compatible with 

one another. It isn’t entirely clear at the level of metaethical commitments how to make sense of this 

sort of hybridization. Can one consistently commit to realist claims and anti-realist claims—or 

cognitivist claims and non-cognitivist claims? In order to be a non-cognitivist, is it enough to simply 

refrain from explicitly committing to cognitivist commitments—or must you reject them? Is a hybrid 

view just one that sews together the already compatible commitments of separate camps? In order to 

define our camps in this way, we would need some deeper explanation of what would make this 

compatibility possible. 

 A second alternative method of generating diverging camps is to define either path of the fork 

according to two commitments: one commitment to a positive claim (p or q) and one to the negation 

of the positive claim to which the other camp is committed. Thus, camp A is committed to p and not-

q, while camp B is committed to q and not-p. The cognitivist thinks that normative claims express 

doxastic but not non-doxastic mental states, while the expressivist thinks that normative claims 

express non-doxastic but not doxastic mental states. We can then understand a hybrid of these two 

camps to be committed to p and q, but not not-p or not-q. This method avoids saying that hybrid camps 

are internally inconsistent while also avoiding an unexplained radical compatibility of camps. 

 While this method of generating diverging camps avoids the problems associated with the 

other two methods, it is not a plausible method for every fork in our taxonomy. Sometimes we might 

think that two camps really should be defined in terms of incompatible commitments (i.e., p and not-
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p), and that hybridization between them is impossible. This is the case when we think there is a simple 

and unresolvable disagreement between two camps with no possible middle position. Sometimes we 

might think that two camps really should be defined in terms of wholly compatible commitments (i.e., 

p and q, where neither entails the negation of the other). This is the case when we think the traditional 

disagreement between two camps is mistaken or illusory.  

Intuitively speaking, then, the least problematic option if we want to preserve some 

commitment-based taxonomy or other is to define diverging camps in different ways, depending on 

the context—different methods will be appropriate at different forks in our taxonomical flowchart. 

At some forks, hybrids will be impossible. At others, they will be possible and entirely compatible with 

their parent camps. And at others yet, they will be possible but incompatible with their parent camps. 

 The problem with this pluralist option is that the dominant taxonomies offer no grounds for 

when to employ each of the three methods. According to these taxonomies, populating our 

taxonomical flowchart is entirely a matter of defining camps according to their metaethical 

commitments. Our problem lies one step back: we have a choice concerning which commitments will 

define which camps, but no reasons to guide us in this choice—nothing to prevent our choice from 

being entirely ad hoc.  

We can of course base our choice on which seems right in any given scenario (here these camps 

really seem incompatible, but here they seem wholly compatible), but this is to base our taxonomy on 

little more than traditional understandings and gut intuitions. The fact that philosophers are more and 

more commonly leaning in the direction of novel hybrid views should tell us that tradition and 

intuition are not the most useful guides in determining the fault lines of our metaethical landscape.11 

 
11 If you are a traditional taxonomist, perhaps you want to reject the idea that we have such a “choice” 
concerning which commitments define metaethical camps. The taxonomist doesn’t choose the commitments 
of a camp—individual philosophers do. If we want to figure out how to define diverging camps, just ask 
philosophers what their commitments are and then plug their answers into our definitions. The problem with 
this approach is that philosophers we usually want to group together may answer in different ways. Some may 
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In the next two sections, I argue that looking to similarities and differences in metaethical 

projects rather than to similarities and differences in their metaethical commitments offers grounds for 

defining diverging camps and makes better sense of wherein the possibility of hybridization between 

camps lies. Indeed, as I hope to show, a taxonomy based on projects highlights not only the possibility 

of compatibility, but of complementation—i.e., the possibility that hybridizing two camps may offer us 

more when taken together than when taken separately.  

 

3. From Commitments to Projects 

 In this section, I propose an alternative method for defining metaethical camps. Instead of 

defining camps in terms of unique sets of metaethical commitments, I claim that we can define them 

in terms of unique metaethical projects. More specifically, I aim to characterize metaethical projects in 

terms of the perspectives that philosophers take up, the accounts that they offer from those 

perspectives, and the task of productively comparing them. 

 

3.1 Projects and Perspectives 

A project is something that we do. In an everyday sense, a project is, at least in part, a collection 

of acts bound together in service of a goal. If my weekend project is bread-making, then there are a 

number of acts (mixing, forming, baking, etc.) that I perform for the sake of a familiar goal (producing 

 
be explicitly committed to the falsity of other views; some may not. If we want to define camps according to 
these diverging self-reports, then we may be forced to break traditional camps into several different camps—
camp A1 is committed to p; camp A2 is committed to p and not-q; camp A3 is committed to p, not-q, and not-r; 
and so on. At this suggestion, I suspect many would recoil. Constructivists are constructivists, regardless of 
whether they explicitly reject expressivism. There is something deeper than these small differences that unites 
them. Besides, such a bloated taxonomy is a far cry from useful, and a useful taxonomy is what we’re looking 
for. Better look to the core differences between camps than the many small ones. 
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a tasty loaf of bread). My aim in what follows is to characterize metaethical projects in terms of their 

goal and the acts that one performs in service of that goal.12  

The goal of a metaethical project is a direct result of what motivates us to undergo it. 

Metaethical projects begin when we become disoriented with respect to what we might call our 

everyday normative perspective. The goal, given our disorientation, is to reorient ourselves. Allow me 

to unpack this. 

By ‘perspective’ I mean, roughly, a way of engaging in an with the world, both theoretically 

and practically. Taking up a perspective is a matter of perception (e.g., seeing the world in such and 

such ways), a matter of the use of language (e.g., speaking about certain aspects of the world, with 

certain vocabularies, discussing various matters with others in certain ways), and a matter of action 

(e.g., performing certain actions in certain ways, alone and with others).  

 Consider the common phrase, ‘from a medical perspective.’ From a medical perspective, the 

doctor makes sense of the world in a particular way: she sees symptoms and diseases and other 

maladies; she deploys medical vocabularies; she engages in medical reasoning; and she interacts in 

various ways with doctors, nurses, patients, medical equipment, etc. When she drives home from the 

hospital, she takes up a different perspective—a driver's perspective. She sees lanes, signals, and speed 

limits, deploys driving vocabulary (“you don’t have the right of way!”), becomes irritated by especially bad 

drivers, and maybe even exchanges heated words with the man in the car next to hers at a stop light.13  

 
12 Driving home in order to get my jacket is not a project (thanks to Mark Murphy for this point). Acts and 
their associated goal are thus not sufficient to constitute a project, even if they are necessary in order to do so. 
I am unconcerned here with whatever else is needed in order to constitute a project. In metaethics, we certainly 
do have goals and we certainly do perform acts in service of these goals. Here, as in making bread or writing a 
dissertation, we often speak of a project. 
13 Sometimes changing perspectives may be as easy as leaving work, getting in my car, and driving home. 
Sometimes the change may be more difficult—e.g., taking up the perspective of those with differing political 
commitments, or taking up the perspective of a child after the experience of life has greatly diminished one’s 
innocence. 
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 Her medical perspective and her driver’s perspective are two ways in which she engages in and 

with the world, but she (and we) have many. These modes of engagement overlap and crisscross 

through the many different contexts in which we find ourselves. We learn to take up new perspectives 

in school (think of the biology lab and the poetry workshop); we learn to take another person's 

perspective (you and I engage with the world differently, and so what shows up to me as cute may 

show up to you as annoying); we find that people from different times and different cultures had very 

different perspectives, or sometimes surprisingly similar ones; we take up multiple perspectives on the 

same issue ("from a botanical perspective, this is a fruit; from a culinary perspective, it is a vegetable").  

 Our normative perspective is the perspective from which we make sense of things 

normatively. We look around and see good things and bad things, right acts and wrong acts, better 

ways and worse ways, obligations we must live up to and entitlements that we must respect. We talk 

with one another about the normative (“see I think LeBron is better than Jordan”). We reason alone 

or with others about the normative (“if that’s the right way to do this, then shouldn’t you…”). We 

remind each other about the normative (“remember, you aren’t allowed in there”). We point the 

normative out to one another (“this is the correct way to say it”). We act according to the normative 

(doing what’s right, avoiding what’s wrong). And we treat others differentially according to the 

normative (punishment for those who do what they shouldn’t, rewards for those who do what they 

should, etc.). These various ways, among others, in which we engage in and with the world normatively 

are ubiquitous, commonplace, and nearly indispensable to human life.  

As I said, metaethical projects begin when we become disoriented with respect to this 

normative perspective. Confusion seeps in concerning our making sense of the world normatively—

confusion about normative talk, normative reasoning, seeing things as normative, acting according to 

the normative, etc. Why do we take up a normative perspective? What are we doing when we see 
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things as normative? Or when we use normative vocabulary? Are we picking something out in the 

world? Are we expressing our emotions?  

Reorientation (i.e., the goal of a metaethical project) can take different forms. For some, this 

reorientation may look like a return to confidently engaging in activity from the usual normative 

perspective. For others, reorientation may require an alteration of our normative perspective. For 

others still, reorientation may (at least theoretically) require elimination of this perspective entirely.  

The acts that we perform in service of this goal are utterly familiar to any metaethicist: we 

offer and defend accounts that aim to make sense of our normative perspective—to make sense of 

why we take it up, how it’s structured, etc.14 In offering and defending these accounts, in talking and 

theorizing about our normative perspective in this way, and in seeing features of them and reasoning 

about them and so on, we take up another sort of perspective, a perspective on our normative 

perspective, which we might call a metaethical perspective. We undertake metaethical projects from 

metaethical perspectives. 

Distinctions in metaethical projects can be put in terms of what sort of metaethical perspective 

a metaethicist takes up and what accounts they offer and defend from that perspective. Just as we 

might take up different perspectives on cucumbers (a botanical perspective, a culinary perspective, a 

nutritional perspective, etc.), we can take up different metaethical perspectives on a normative 

perspective. Accounts that may seem similar may be quite different when we consider the perspectives 

from which philosophers offer and defend them. Alternatively, accounts that may seem incompatible 

 
14  One might object here that error theorists in particular don’t attempt to make sense of a normative 
perspective. After all, they suggest that all our normative beliefs are simply false! This ignores the ways in which 
error theorists really do attempt to understand the perspective from which they think we falsely believe in 
normative facts, however. Mackie is just as interested in the function of a normative perspective as the next 
metaethicist. His famous conclusion is that normative claims function to represent the world as other claims 
do, but that this representation fails because there are no normative entities to represent. His less famous 
conclusion is that a normative perspective affords us a certain level of social organization—it allows us to 
cooperate, to make smooth systems of interaction. 
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may turn out to be fully compatible once we consider the perspectives from which philosophers offer 

and defend them. 

Consider the differences we might find between the metaethical perspectives of expressivists 

and non-natural realists. Expressivists offer an account of an expressive function of our normative 

perspective (normative vocabulary serves to express our non-doxastic mental states, or something like 

this). Their account functionally relates the use of normative vocabulary to a kind of psychological 

mental state. The perspective from which the expressivist offers such an account is a kind of scientific 

perspective. The expressivist wants to understand what talking in such a way does for natural creatures 

like us. She sees, talks about, and reasons about expression, attitudes, natural selection, and so on. A 

great deal of how the expressivist makes sense of not only our use of normative vocabulary, but our 

use of vocabulary concerning truth, representation, and the like is conducted from this sort of 

scientific (usually anthropological) perspective.  

Non-natural realists, on the other hand, offer an account of a representational function of our 

normative perspective. They are relatively uninterested in trying to fit our normative perspective into 

our scientific understanding of ourselves as natural creatures. The perspective from which the non-

natural realist offers such an account is thus decidedly not a scientific perspective. The non-natural 

realist sees, talks about, and reasons about reference, description, normative beliefs, the perception of 

non-naturalistic features and entities, etc. Unlike the expressivist, they do not make sense of truth, 

representation, or reference from an anthropological perspective. 

The metaethical perspectives taken up by expressivists and non-natural realists are different, 

and the accounts that they offer from these perspectives are consequently different in part because 

they are situated within different perspectives. I will have more to say about this in §4. Philosophers 

from yet other camps will take up different metaethical perspectives from these two, and offer 

different accounts. While the overarching goal is the same for all of these philosophers (to reorient 
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ourselves and others by making sense of our normative perspective), their projects differ insofar as 

the accounts and the perspectives from which they are offered and defended differ.  

I take up the task of showing that this account of metaethical projects makes sense of how we 

might contextualize unrelated lookalikes in §4. In the next subsection, however, my aim is to develop 

an additional layer of complexity to this account of metaethical projects that, as I argue in §5, affords 

us a useful account of hybrids that does not lead to ad hoc definitions of diverging metaethical camps.  

 

3.2 Complementary Metaethical Projects 

 So far I have suggested that metaethical projects consist of acts (offering and defending 

metaethical perspective accounts) in service of a goal (to reorient ourselves with respect to our 

normative perspective). There is another act that metaethicists perform in service of this goal, 

however. In addition to offering and defending accounts, many metaethicists either additionally or 

alternatively attempt to show that two accounts can (or can't) be offered complementarily—i.e., that 

two accounts from two metaethical perspectives can (or can't) complement one another in making 

sense of our normative perspective.  

 Call a project with only one act in service of an aim a "simple project" and a project with two 

or more acts in service of their aim a "complex project."15 A metaethical project that offers or defends 

one metaethical perspective account, then, is a simple metaethical project, and a metaethical project 

that offers or defends two or more metaethical perspective accounts is a complex metaethical project. 

Simple metaethical projects and complex metaethical projects have the same goal—to reorient 

ourselves with respect to our normative perspective—but complex metaethical projects include more 

acts in service of this goal. Most metaethical projects are complex.  

 
15 Counting and delineating tasks and goals with respect to many human projects may not be a straightforward 
matter. Nevertheless, I find this distinction to be of instrumental value in coming to understand the general 
form of a metaethical project. 
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 Complex projects can be either complementary or non-complementary. The acts performed in 

a complementary complex project can be understood as complementing one another in achieving 

their goal, while the acts performed in a non-complementary complex project cannot be understood 

this way. In order for two acts to be complementary, they must better attain their goal when they are 

both performed than when only one is performed. Forming a dough and baking a dough are 

complementary because together these acts achieve their goal (a tasty loaf of bread) better than they 

would if only one of them were performed.  

 There are several ways in which two acts can fail to meet this condition. First, one act might 

practically or normatively preclude another. One act practically precludes another if performing that act 

makes doing the other practically impossible. If my goal is to make one loaf of bread and I have just 

enough flour to do so, then forming a ciabatta dough practically precludes forming a focaccia dough. 

One act normatively precludes another if performing one act makes performing the other 

impermissible. If my goal is to get a degree at a university that permits each student to choose only 

one major, then declaring a major in one subject normatively precludes me from declaring a major in 

another subject. Second, an act may turn out to make one less capable of achieving one's goal. If my 

goal is to make a tasty loaf of ciabatta and I add salt and I add ketchup, then I am less likely to reach 

my goal than if I added salt alone (ketchup in a ciabatta is disgusting). Third, one act may simply be 

an unnecessary addition. If my goal is to write two chapters that defend a particular conclusion with 

good arguments, it may be the case that I successfully defend the conclusion by the end of the first 

chapter, and my writing the second chapter neither adds nor subtracts from achieving my aim.  

 The specific sort of complementation in a complex metaethical project is best understood by 

looking to the relations between the different acts that are performed as part of that project. In 

particular, we need to look at a) why offering an account of something from one perspective might 
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not preclude one from offering an account of it from another and b) why offering both of those 

accounts together might add some greater understanding than when they are taken individually.  

 Allow me to begin with a simple example: making sense of cucumbers. There are a number of 

ways of going about making sense of cucumbers—there are a number kinds of features we might pick 

out, a number of cucumber vocabularies, a number of ways of reasoning about cucumbers, a number 

of different behaviors that might be appropriate to take with respect to cucumbers, etc.  

 From a culinary perspective, cucumbers are understood according to their taste and texture 

and the relation between these and the tastes and textures of other foods. From a nutritional 

perspective, cucumbers are understood according to their interactions with the human body upon 

ingestion. From a botanical perspective, we might talk or reason about where the cucumber plant 

grows and why, why the cucumber flower looks the way it does, and why the fruit has its particular 

shape, color, and set of nutrients. We can even take up a physics perspective, from which we 

understand cucumbers as composed in a certain way from certain particles, from which we might 

reason about how the structure stays together, or how the plant’s energy is used to construct or 

maintain it, etc. These, among others, are all perspectives that you and I and just about everyone else 

who lives in a society with abundant cucumbers might take up. 

 Note that one can offer and defend a botanical account, a culinary account, or a physical 

account without thereby precluding, practically or normatively, offering accounts from any of the 

other perspectives. I can understand the cucumber as a fruit when in conversations about botany, as 

decidedly not a fruit, but a vegetable when deciding what to cook tonight, and as a certain structure 

with certain causal properties when pondering about how much water can be stored given a particular 

physical makeup. Not only can I do this practically speaking; I have done nothing wrong, epistemically 

or otherwise, when I sequentially offer or defend each account of cucumbers. Perhaps one can’t fully 

take up each of these perspectives at the same time—one can’t simultaneously reason about the 
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cucumber flower structure and the best cracker to put them on—but one can take up these 

perspectives at different times, or seamlessly back and forth from one to another and back again.  

 Offering and defending accounts from each of these perspectives achieves our goal of making 

sense of cucumbers better than if we were to offer just one of these accounts. There are at least two 

ways of understanding this complementation. First, there is an additive sense of complementation 

according to which each account given adds some additional understanding, where the total 

understanding is simply the sum of the understandings that each account individually provides us. But, 

more importantly, there is also a transformative sense of complementation according to which the 

contribution of each account is corroborated (offering certainty) and bolstered (offering an emergent 

understanding) by each other account, such that the understanding given by the accounts when taken 

together is not simply the sum of the understanding provided by each account individually, but rather 

greater than this sum.  

 Transformative complementation owes these corroborative and bolstering effects to the 

normative constraints that certain accounts can place upon one another. While some accounts from 

certain perspectives may not normatively preclude others in principle (e.g., a botanical account and a 

nutritional account of cucumbers), specific accounts may normatively preclude one another in virtue 

of the content of those accounts. For example, if our best nutritional account that says that cucumbers 

are excellent for human health, but our best botanical account that says that cucumber plants 

necessarily soak up high levels of arsenic and store them in their fruiting body, one of these accounts 

ought to be revised or given up. When two accounts line up, as it were, such that there is no normative 

tension between them, then we have an added understanding that those accounts taken individually 

do not provide. The two accounts corroborate one another (offering certainty) and bolster one 

another (offering an emergent understanding). We don't believe that cucumbers provide us some 

particular nutrients solely because we have a good account of their interactions with the human body. 
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Our botanical understanding of the soils from which the plant draws nutrients suggests that the plant 

obtains the same nutrients, and so this account gives us more certainty in our nutritional account. In 

addition, when we have both of these accounts, we understand not only that the cucumber interacts 

with the human body in such and such ways, we understand more about why it is able to do so.  

 Metaethicists aim to offer and defend complex metaethical accounts that are complementary in 

the transformative sense. Like the accounts of cucumbers above, our metaethical perspective accounts 

share a goal: in this case to make sense of our normative perspective. The acts in service of this goal—

offering and defending accounts from different metaethical perspectives—do not in principle 

practically or normatively preclude one another. We can make sense of any number of functions our 

normative perspective might serve, or a number of different structural features of that perspective, 

etc. I can thus offer, for example, an account of structure and then offer an account of function 

without having done anything wrong, epistemically or otherwise.  

 But specific accounts can normatively constrain one another. If our normative perspective has 

one particular structure, it might not be able to serve some set of functions; if it has another particular 

structure, it might not be able to serve some different set of functions. If it serves one function, it might 

not be able to serve another function; if it is structured in one way, it might not be able to be structured 

in another way. In order to succeed in our complementary complex metaethical project, then, there 

must be no normative strain between our metaethical perspective accounts. They must corroborate 

and bolster one another. An account of function might help to make sense of why our normative 

perspective would have such a structure, or an account of structure might help to make sense of why 

our normative perspective can serve such a function, etc.  

 Metaethical projects are not only a matter of offering and defending metaethical perspective 

accounts. They also include what I will call "productive comparison." This is because metaethical 

projects are often complementary complex projects, and so success depends not only upon 
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independently plausible accounts, but on the fit between these accounts, so to speak. Many 

metaethicists are thus not only in the business of offering and defending accounts, but additionally or 

alternatively showing how we can smooth out the normative strain between two metaethical 

perspective accounts—how changing this here from this account or dropping this there from that 

account can yield a metaethical project whose acts are truly complementary in making sense of our 

normative perspective. This is productive comparison.   

 

4. Contextualizing Unrelated Lookalikes with Projects 

 In this section and the next, I argue that defining metaethical camps according to projects is 

useful in just those places where the usefulness of the commitment-based taxonomies breaks down. 

Allow me to begin here with the problem of unrelated lookalikes.  

Distinctions among metaethical projects can contextualize the commitments we hold. In other 

words, we might understand someone's having a particular commitment differently depending on how 

that commitment is situated within their project. Suppose we distinguish between two simple 

metaethical projects: project F and project S. Project F offers and defends an account of some function 

of our normative perspective. Project S offers and defends an account of some aspect of the structure 

of our normative perspective. Call those engaged in project F "Fs" and those engaged in project S 

"Ss." Now, suppose that both Fs and Ss are committed to the claim that normative propositions are 

truth-apt. This commitment may very well be contextualized by the projects in which Fs and Ss are 

engaged. It is not hard to make out why.  

 Say that Fs make sense of truth as a relation between language and the features of the world 

that language represents. Part of Fs’ project is to makes sense of normative language as 

representational, and so Fs can make sense of the relation, truth, holding between normative language 

and the normative features of the world it represents.  
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 But say that Ss focus not on a property or relation called truth, but rather on truth-talk—i.e., 

normative reasoning involving words like 'true' and 'false.' We generally make inferences in our 

normative reasoning from 'p' to 'it is true that p' and from 'it is true that p' to 'p.' We say, for instance, 

that if murder is wrong, then it is true that murder is wrong, and if it is true that murder is wrong, then 

murder is wrong. This aspect of the structure of our normative reasoning may be enough to convince 

Ss that normative claims are truth-apt.  

 Fs and Ss are thus both committed to the same claim—that normative claims are truth-apt—

and yet this similarity belies a deep difference in how these commitments are situated within Fs' and 

Ss' metaethical projects. Project F and project S involve offering and defending accounts from very 

different perspectives, using different vocabularies, seeing different features, reasoning differently, etc. 

Looking to these differences in project contextualizes the surface similarities between the two camps. 

 This is in principle how we can avoid the problem of unrelated lookalikes. If we look at the 

projects of traditional realists and cognitivists on the one hand and of quasi-realists on the other, we 

will notice great differences. The groups make sense of our normative perspective by taking up 

different metaethical perspectives. Traditional realists and cognitivists make sense of our normative 

perspective at least in part by positing or defending a metaethical perspective account of a 

representational function of our normative perspective. Quasi-realists do not. Instead, they make sense 

of our normative perspective by positing and defending a metaethical perspective account of an 

expressive function of our normative perspective. The expressivist’s metaethical perspective is 

explicitly a scientific perspective, whereas the traditional cognitivist or realist’s is explicitly not. Insofar 

as quasi-realists come to have the same commitments as cognitivists and realists, then, these 

commitments are situated within a fundamentally different project. The groups come to their 

commitments concerning truth, objectivity, and reference (i.e., realist sounding commitments), and 
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representation and expression of beliefs (i.e., cognitivist sounding commitments) from different 

perspectives, using different vocabularies, reasoning differently, etc. 

 Defining camps according to projects doesn't just avoid the unrelated lookalikes problem in 

this particular instance, however; it should avoid it any time we find surface similarities in 

commitments that seem to belie some deeper methodological differences. When this happens, we can 

always look to the philosophers' projects. What metaethical perspectives are they taking up? What 

accounts are given from these perspectives? How are the commitments situated within these projects? 

 

5. Hybrid Projects Won’t Introduce Arbitrariness 

 As I argued in §2, the choice of what commitments to include in the sets that define diverging 

camps on a taxonomical flowchart is underdetermined by commitment-based taxonomies. Defining 

camps according to metaethical projects avoids this problem because there is no outstanding choice 

to be made; we simply do our best to accurately characterize philosophers’ actual projects—the acts 

that they perform in service of their metaethical goal. What is the source of disorientation for these 

philosophers? How do they attempt to reorient themselves? We thus include the actual accounts that 

philosophers offer and defend and the actual perspectives from which philosophers offer and defend 

them. To be sure, this way of defining camps may leave out individual philosophers’ commitments 

that are not directly related to their project. Some realists may be committed to the falsity of 

expressivism. Some realists may be committed to its truth. These commitments do not play a role in 

their metaethical project, however—i.e., in their attempt to make sense of our normative perspective 

and reorient us. They are rightfully ignored for the purposes of taxonomy. 

If we want to remain open to the possibility of hybrid metaethical camps, we can look to 

productive comparison for complementary complex metaethical projects—i.e., to the effort to show 

that two accounts from different metaethical perspectives can be offered and defended 
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complementarily. Most metaethical projects are offered from different perspectives, and so there will 

most often be, in principle, the possibility of hybridization between camps. Expressivists offer and 

defend accounts of the function of a normative perspective from a scientific perspective; non-natural 

realists offer and defend accounts of function from a non-scientific perspective; constitutivists offer 

and defend accounts from a perspective on the structure of a normative perspective (e.g., on the 

constitutive relations between norms and agency, say); and so on. Just as we can hybridize views on 

cucumbers by affirming seemingly conflicting accounts of cucumbers (e.g., the cucumber is a fruit 

when we're studying plants in the garden and not a fruit, but a vegetable in the kitchen), we can 

hybridize views on our normative perspective by affirming what have traditionally seemed to be 

conflicting accounts of that perspective. 

 This is not to say there is no task that a hybridizing philosopher must take up. They must show 

that neither account makes it more difficult to make sense of our normative perspective when the 

accounts are taken together, that there is a need for both accounts (i.e., that one of the two accounts is 

not sufficient on its own to make sense of our normative perspective), and that the two accounts in 

question can be made to fit one another, so to speak (i.e., such that there is no normative tension 

between them). The important thing to note here is that this task does not open up an ungrounded 

choice for the taxonomist. The uncertainty as to whether we really can, when we get down to the nitty 

gritty, hybridize two camps, will not be a result of an ungrounded choice in definition, but rather a 

result of the immense complexity concerning the normative relations among our different 

perspectives.  

 One final benefit of defining camps in terms of metaethical projects rather than commitments 

is that doing so does not make sense merely of the possibility of hybridization. It includes hybridization 

as an ordinary part of many ordinary metaethical projects. Remember that when we engage in 

productive comparison, we line up two metaethical perspective accounts against one another and 
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assess and purge the normative tension between them by revising one or both accounts in light of one 

another. This part of a metaethical project is thus already common within camps: think of the 

expressivist lining up an account of an expressive function alongside an account of the structure of 

normative reasoning (e.g., when trying to solve the Frege-Geach problem), or Michael Smith lining up 

an account of a representational function alongside a more practical function (e.g., when trying to 

solve “the moral problem”). Hybridization is just productive comparison of accounts that are 

traditionally associated with different camps. I can productively compare, say, the expressivist's 

metaethical perspective account of function and the constitutivist's metaethical perspective account 

of structure.   

 

6. Representationalism and Non-Representationalism 

  

 The construction of a taxonomy usually begins with deciding on one or two primary 

distinctions.  In this section, I propose a primary distinction that I argue is uniquely useful for dealing 

with problems of unrelated lookalikes and hybrids—a distinction between representationalists and 

non-representationalists. Once I have demonstrated the usefulness of this distinction, I then aim to 

show why we are more likely to find the social accounts from which we can build a comprehensive, 

social view in metaethics among the non-representationalists. 

 Allow me to begin by defining the two camps. Representationalists are those who attempt to 

make sense of our normative perspective, at least in part, by positing, analyzing, describing, or 

explaining a representational function of that perspective (or by productively comparing a 

representational function of normative perspective with another account). Non-representationalists 

are accordingly those who do not attempt to make sense of our normative perspective, even in part, 

by offering, defending, or productively comparing such an account. 
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 Before arguing for the usefulness of this distinction, I want to offer three clarifications. First, 

this distinction leaves open the possibility that a non-representationalist may still be committed to the 

view that from a metaethical perspective we can rightfully say that our normative perspective 

represents some aspect of reality. It also leaves open the possibility that a non-representationalist could 

reject this view entirely. All the distinction says is that a representational function of our normative 

perspective plays no role whatsoever in a non-representationalist’s metaethical project. In other words, 

it plays no role for the non-representationalist in making sense of our engaged perspectives.  

 Second, I do not mean to suggest that a map of the metaethical landscape that begins with this 

primary distinction need make any particular distinctions in commitment or project thereafter. One 

could make whatever further distinctions one wishes, depending on what one wishes to get across, or 

what commitments one wishes to contextualize.  

 Third, I want to distinguish here between my own distinction between representationalists and 

non-representationalists and what we might call a global distinction between representationalists and 

non-representationalists. My own distinction is local, in the sense that it is a distinction made within 

the metaethical literature only, and not within the philosophical literature globally. A global distinction 

along similar lines is employed by some epistemologists, philosophers of mind, and philosophers of 

language who are interested in the functions of mind, knowledge, and language more generally (Rorty 

1979; Price 2013; Gibbard 2015). 16  On one reading of this global distinction, we might term 

“representationalists” those philosophers who reserve a role in their global philosophical projects for 

a representational function of any perspective, while we might term “non-representationalists” those 

 
16  Their own term is ‘antirepresentationalism,’ which is sometimes used to denote those against 
representationalism—not those who merely don't offer an account of representation. 
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philosophers who reserve no such role.17 I wish to say nothing for or against this global distinction 

when employed within epistemology, philosophy of mind, or philosophy of language. 

 When offering a distinction to frame the metaethical landscape specifically, this global 

distinction is less useful than my local distinction. Some philosophers could be labeled global 

representationalists, but local non-representationalists. For instance, Ayer (1946) claims that “genuine” 

statements are all those and only those statements and that can be empirically verified—i.e., those that 

fulfill their function of representing faithfully some aspect of empirical reality. This would count on 

the definition above as global representationalism; we make sense of genuine language in part by 

offering an account of the representational function of that language. On the other hand, Ayer 

famously denies that normative statements are “genuine” statements because they cannot be 

empirically verified. He thus reserves no role whatsoever for an account of the representational 

function of our normative perspective in his metaethical project, focusing instead on offering an 

account of an emotive function. According to my distinction, then, Ayer is a local non-

representationalist.  

 My local distinction is more useful than the global distinction in framing the metaethical 

landscape because it hooks on to a difference in what philosophers are doing specifically within their 

metaethical project. It may well be important for various reasons to know how metaethicists treat other 

areas of philosophy, and even more important to know how they understand the relation between our 

theories in metaethics and our theories in other areas of philosophy. But insofar as our aim in carving 

up metaethical camps is to understand better the similarities and differences between metaethicists 

and their metaethical views, it will be far more useful to distinguish what philosophers are doing 

specifically in their metaethical projects.  

 
17 Global distinctions between something like representationalism and something like non-representationalism 
are highly contested. I offer this particular take on a global distinction not as an example of any particular 
philosopher’s priorly drawn distinction, but as one plausible global version of my own local distinction. 
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 My distinction between representationalism and non-representationalism dissolves the 

current, pernicious instances of unrelated lookalikes because it is uniquely tailored to replace the 

distinction between cognitivism and non-cognitivism while contextualizing the specific surface 

similarities among realist commitments that cause so much difficulty for positioning. As I mentioned 

in §2, primary distinctions between cognitivism and non-cognitivism and between realism and anti-

realism make positioning camps, philosophers, and arguments difficult at least in part because those 

we often associate with antirealism and non-cognitivism today embrace cognitivist-sounding and 

realist-sounding commitments. There are several reasons for this; among them are because of more 

sophisticated characterizations of the expressivist function of our normative perspective among 

expressivists and because of the embrace of deflationary and minimalist views of truth, reference, and 

representation. 

 The distinction between representationalism and non-representationalism is in part meant to 

replace the distinction between cognitivism and non-cognitivism. With the addition of the former, we 

can get rid of the latter. This is because the distinction between representationalism and non-

representationalism is very much in the spirit of the distinction between cognitivism and non-

cognitivism. Recent formulations of cognitivism/non-cognitivism deal with commitments concerning 

the whether there is a representational function of our normative vocabulary. In the 20 th century, most 

philosophers running under the non-cognitivist banner were committed to the claim that there is no 

such function. Today, while many accept that there may be some such function, it continues to plays 

no role whatsoever in broadly expressivist metaethical projects. The distinction between 

representationalism and anti-representationalism thus preserves something of the intuitive lines we 

would want to draw between the expressivists and quasi-realists on the one hand and the traditional 

cognitivists on the other. Modern expressivists are non-representationalists because they reserve no 
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role in their metaethical projects for a representational function of our normative perspective; 

traditional cognitivists are representationalists because they do reserve such a role.18 

 The distinction between realism and anti-realism, on the other hand, needn't be replaced. My 

distinction between representationalism and non-representationalism is not in the spirit of this 

distinction, but rather contextualizes the commitments that define realism and antirealism such that 

we can include similar distinctions within the camps of representationalism and non-

representationalism. Remember that realist commitments (to truth-aptness, objectivity, etc.) are 

situated differently within the projects of quasi-realists, constructivists, etc. on the one hand and 

traditional realists on the other. The traditional realists' commitments to truth and objectivity are often 

situated within accounts of a representational function of our normative perspective.19 Quasi-realists 

and constructivists, on the other hand, find their commitments to truth and objectivity within their 

understanding of the structure of our normative reasoning, and how 'true' and similar terms are used 

in that reasoning. Thus, once we distinguish between representationalists and non-representationalists, 

with the traditional realists in the former camp and the quasi-realists and constructivists in the latter, 

we have, at least in one sense, contextualized the realist and antirealist commitments. The non-

representationalist needn't engage in intellectual gymnastics in order to show that on their view there 

is truth and objectivity but not really true, big-T Truth, and not really objective, big-O Objectivity. 

Instead, they can simply be a non-representationalist realist—one whose understanding of truth and 

objectivity will, as is understood by the very definition of non-representationalism, be situated in some 

way other than within an account of a representational function of our normative perspective. 

 
18 The distinction between representationalism and non-representationalism also brings in some other groups 
into the non-representationalist side that, at least given the early cognitivism/non-cognitivism distinctions 
between expression of doxastic vs. non-doxastic mental states, were left out of the distinction entirely. Christine 
Korsgaard (2003), for example, argues that constructivists and constitutivists would not even fit on a map whose 
primary distinction was between the cognitivism and non-cognitivism of yore. 
19 See, for instance, Huemer (2005), and Shafer-Landau (2003). 
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 Once we know what camp philosophers belong in, we are also better able to position our own 

arguments. If I am a non-representationalist, then my view of objectivity very well might compete 

with other non-representationalists' views on the matter—i.e., we might be offering accounts from 

the same metaethical perspective. For example, I may be thinking of objectivity as a feature of the 

constitutive structure of agency, and so I need to pit my own view against the likes of Christine 

Korsgaard or Philippa Foot. If I'm a representationalist, and I make sense of objectivity in terms of a 

feature of the representational relation between our normative perspective and the world, then my 

critical engagement with Korsgaard and Foot ought not be a flat-footed they've-got-objectivity-wrong-

because-it's-a-feature-of-representation. Showing that my view makes sense may not have a bearing on 

whether their view makes sense if we're making sense of something from different perspectives. 

(Compare: showing that my botanical view of cucumbers as fruits makes sense may not have a bearing 

on whether your culinary view of cucumbers as vegetables makes sense.). If I want to dispute their 

view, I have three options: to show that their view is wrong from their own perspective, to show that 

and why my account is not only correct but in normative tension with their account, or to show that 

taking up their perspective is not in the end useful.  

 My distinction begins the work of dissolving the problem associated with hybrids in two ways. 

First, it frames the landscape as a whole in terms of projects. This framing, and especially the use of 

the concepts I developed in §2, already tells in favor of hybridization—both that it is possible and that 

it is a normal part of a metaethical project. Granted, my distinction does not on its own suggest where 

each of these possibilities lie. That is in part a task for further distinctions on the map and the specific 

definitions of the specific camps we wish to map. But already we have two broad camps on the map 

(representationalists and non-representationalists) that are not defined by mutually exclusive sets of 

commitments.  
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 The second way my distinction begins the work of dissolving the problem associated with 

hybrids is by including hybrid accounts in the very distinction itself. Representationalism is defined 

not simply in terms of projects that include offering or defending an account of a representational 

function of our normative perspective, but in terms of projects that can include such an account as 

part of a complementary complex project that may also include accounts from other camps, and can 

include the productive comparison of such accounts. In other words, we already have a distinction 

between those hybrid accounts that reserve a role for a representational function of our normative 

perspective and those hybrid accounts that do not. This may sound somewhat trivial, but it is not. By 

including hybrid accounts in the definitions of these two broad camps, my distinction better equips 

us to position camps, philosophers, and arguments. When we see a camp or a philosopher listed as 

representationalist, we will already know something about how their hybrid account is put together. 

For instance, David Copp's (2001) hybridization project, "realist-expressivism," is decidedly not 

another form of quasi-realist expressivism. In fact, it is a representationalist project. It makes sense of 

truth and objectivity in terms of a representational function of our normative perspective, while 

allowing that that perspective also serves an expressive function. Once we know that Copp is placed 

in the representationalist camp, we already have an idea of how truth and objectivity are situated within 

his project, and thus we already have an idea of the vast differences between his own view and the 

similar sounding "quasi-realist expressivism." 

 One reason we might find more social accounts among the non-representationalists than among 

representationalists is because non-representationalists cannot suffice with explaining why we take up 

a normative perspective or how this perspective is structured merely by reference to a relation between 

an individual's words (or mind) and the world. Doing without an account that posits such a relation 

forces the non-representationalist to consider other explanations, including social ones. Perhaps I 

personally get some benefit from taking up a normative perspective, but perhaps this perspective also 
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serves social functions in our lives. Perhaps in order to make sense of things normatively, we must at 

the same time make sense of things socially. None of this is to say that representationalists can't offer 

social accounts; some do.20 Nor is this to say that there aren't other reasons why we might find more 

social accounts among the non-representationalists. Rather, it is to say only that social accounts are 

most often found within non-representationalist projects, and that this need to explain without 

representation is at least one plausible explanation as to why. 

 In the next two chapters, I turn to investigate two groups of non-representationalists: 

expressivists and Kantian constructivists. These are not the only groups who have put forward  social 

theories in metaethics, but their accounts are some of the most sophisticated and the most cited. As 

my aim in this dissertation only requires that I dip into two metaethical projects, these are thus, as far 

as I am concerned, the right two to investigate.  

 

7. Conclusion  

 The virtue of a taxonomy lies in its usefulness. A taxonomy that defines camps according to 

unique, mutually exclusive sets of philosophical commitments is not entirely useful because it doesn’t 

respect methodological differences between groups that share philosophical commitments, and it 

leaves our choice of how to define diverging camps underdetermined. An alternative taxonomy that 

defines camps according to unique metaethical projects does not generate these problems. Two 

metaethical projects can differ even when the commitments situated within them are remarkably 

similar. Two metaethical projects can complement one another even when the commitments situated 

within them seem (superficially) to be incompatible. Such an alternative taxonomy is thus more useful 

than the traditional taxonomies for understanding the relations among camps, philosophers, and 

arguments. 

 
20 See, for instance, Copp (2015). 
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 More modestly, I hope this what I have said so far in this chapter can mark the beginning of 

some useful conversations. A focus on projects might, if taken seriously, offer some relief from the 

seemingly endless series of counterarguments and posturing that accompanies our collective obsession 

with the possibility of unimpeachable sets of commitments (i.e., what Kant famously called a war). 

Instead of asking first wherein our disagreement lies, we might begin by inquiring into our different 

sources of disorientation with respect to our normative perspective, the different methods by which 

we might win some hard earned reorientation, and, if we are in a decidedly conciliatory mood, the 

ways in which our projects might complement one another. There is a possible world in which 

metaethics is less a game of chess (where only one leaves the board a winner) and more a potluck 

(where my own dish is complemented by the dishes of my friends). It sounds a little kumbaya, but 

then again Kant wrote the first Critique with the explicit hope of ushering in a perpetual peace. For my 

part, I am interested less in peace and more in the creative power that we might unleash were we to 

step outside our commitments and be mindful of the activities in which those commitments find their 

home. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

48 

Chapter 3 

Expressivism and Sociality 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 In the epigraph to How We Get Along, David Velleman quotes Simon Blackburn's lamentation 

that so much analytic moral philosophy is entirely unconcerned with "the social." Indeed, much of the 

literature in metaethics seems narrowly concerned with what grounds one's obligations, or how one's 

beliefs manage to represent the normative world. It is tempting to lump Blackburn's own view, 

expressivism, into this category of individualistic metaethical views. As it is so often paraphrased, 

expressivism makes a claim about how normative vocabulary functions for individual human beings—

it affords one the capacity to express one's attitudes. Many expressivists themselves understand their 

project as one of making sense of how the meaning of a normative proposition can be determined 

solely by reference to one individual's (the speaker's) mental states, whether actual or hypothetical, 

even in embedded contexts (like conditionals).  

 While this characterization of expressivism is consistent with popular treatment of the view, 

it belies a long history of social themes in the most prominent and influential works in expressivist 

literature. Beyond the obvious fact that expressivism is primarily concerned with expression, which is 

paradigmatically a social activity in which one expresses to another, expressivists like A.J. Ayer and 

Charles L. Stevenson wrote forcefully about the social influence we wield with normative vocabulary 

(and the attitudinal conformity that results from this influence), while Blackburn and Allen Gibbard 
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have suggested that the most critical function of our normative perspective on the world is to facilitate 

the social coordination of attitudes and behaviors.  

 With so many philosophers turning to "the social" these days (social ontology, social 

epistemology, social inequality, social identity, and so on) it is surprising, then, that no one has 

attempted to explicate these social themes in expressivism or to build upon them. In this chapter, I 

aim to do just that. My first goal is to demonstrate that, from the very beginning, expressivism has 

been centrally focused on making sense of the relation between our normative perspective and our 

sociality (§2). Expressivists are committed to a brand of philosophical naturalism that drives them to 

make sense of why creatures like us can't do without this perspective. Their answer, in its most general 

form, is that it is necessary for attitudinal conformity and coordination. My second goal is to 

demonstrate that, by their own lights, expressivist theories concerning social influence and 

coordination have room for improvement. I highlight specific changes that expressivists need to make 

in §3, and I offer a friendly account that might ground some of these changes in §4.  

 

2. Expressivism and Sociality 

 Expressivism is predicated upon a rejection of a certain understanding of the function of 

normative language. Much of our vocabulary, regardless of the language we speak, serves to describe, 

represent, or refer to entities and properties in the world. To speak of a sunset in terms of the layered 

composition of colors is to represent a slice of the world as being a certain way: horizontal strips of 

red and orange and purple, stacked and bleeding into one another, for instance. According to 

expressivists, normative vocabulary does not work this way. To say of a sunset that it was an especially 

good one, that it was as all sunsets ought to be, is not to represent or to describe a slice of the world, 

whether or not it would be true (and objectively true at that) to say so.  
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 Expressivists reject the notion that normative language is representational in this sense because 

they are committed to philosophical naturalism. Naturalists are skeptical of any theory that posits that 

we have epistemic access to some non-natural entities or properties in the world (i.e., entities or 

properties that are not a part of our best scientific understanding of things). To suppose that we have 

access to some unnatural property of "goodness" out there in the world is, as many have suggested, 

"whacky." As Blackburn (1998) puts it, the task for the naturalist is thus to "place" normativity "within 

the disenchanted, [non-normative] order in which we inhabit" (49). 

 As expressivists themselves understand it, expressivism is an example of a specific breed of 

naturalism that must be distinguished from natural realism. Whereas natural realists want to reduce the 

normative to the natural, or to claim that the normative just is natural (that good is pleasure and bad 

is displeasure, for instance), expressivists generally side with Moore in thinking that any project of 

reduction is hopeless. Instead, expressivists propose that we "place" normativity by making good 

naturalistic sense of what we are doing when we use normative vocabulary. If we can understand what 

we are doing as simply a part of our natural history—some unremarkable activity that is necessary in 

order to live the sort of lives that we do—then there is no reason to continue worrying about whether 

what we see from our normative perspective is "whacky." Allan Gibbard (1990) sums up this approach 

neatly in the following passages:  

As we lead our normative lives, we need a sense of what we are doing, a picture of ourselves 
that can guide us. The ways we see norms should cohere with our best naturalistic accounts 
of normative life, and it is here that an expressivistic analysis becomes helpful… The analysis 
joins this experience to the detached, scientific perspective. It tells what we can see ourselves 
as doing when we engage in normative inquiry and discussion. (8) 
 
Normative concepts, then, aren’t hocus-pocus, even of a kind we find we just can’t shed. We 
can’t do without them, true enough, but the reasons we can’t stem from what I have been 
saying. Expressivism explains why we can’t do without normative concepts. It thus vindicates 
concepts that we might otherwise find raise an inescapable anomaly. We vindicate these 
concepts not by rendering their content in naturalistic terms, but by assimilating their use to 
a kind of thinking that needs no vindication. (196) 
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I want to convey in this section that when expressivists go looking to offer an account of what we are 

doing when we make sense of the world normatively, of "why we can't do without" our normative 

perspective, as Gibbard puts it, the accounts they put forward posit that the most central and 

important functions of this perspective are social. Indeed, expressivists suggest that the reason why we 

continue to understand things in terms of good and bad and right and wrong is because doing so is a 

necessary condition for the possibility of distinctly human social enterprises. 

 

2.1 Expression as a Social Activity 

 Although expressivism is a well-known metaethical theory, it is not always discussed or taught 

as a specifically social theory. To be sure, certain expressivists riff on social themes (Stevenson, 

Blackburn, and Gibbard come to mind), but for the most part philosophers focus more on its rejection 

of representational semantics than its claim to offer any insight into the social foundations of our 

normative perspective on the world. The standard expressivist account of what we are doing when we 

use normative vocabulary says that normative terms serve to express our attitudes, values, or other non-

doxastic mental states (hence the name, "expressivism").21 One reason why many seem to overlook the 

social aspect of this theory is because of the heavy use of semantic and psychological terminology. 

Our sights are trained on what one is doing, or the relation between one's mental states and the 

"expressive meaning" of the words they are using. 

 Mark Schroeder (2008), for instance, claims expressivists believe that "the way to understand 

moral language is to understand [how] moral sentences are related to noncognitive, desire-like states 

 
21 Expressivists sometimes point to the difference between expressing doxastic mental states (e.g., beliefs) and 
expressing non-doxastic mental states (e.g., attitudes). Expressivism claims that we use normative vocabulary 
for the latter expressions, and not the former. Expressivism is thus not "expressivism" because it is the only 
view that argues normative vocabulary serves to express. Far from it; most views argue that normative vocabulary 
serves to express some mental state or other. The expression of attitudes is just more often labeled "expression" 
while the expression of beliefs is more often labeled "an attempt to describe" that we associate expression with 
the one and not the other. 
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of mind…they express them" (p.3). Neil Sinclair (2009) says that "[a] position is expressivist to the 

extent that the linguistic function of the target discourse is to express mental states (p.136)." Daniel 

Wodak (2017) says that "[t]he expressivist advances a view about how we explain the meaning of a 

fragment of language, such as claims about what we morally ought to do" (p.265).  

 One reason we might think expressivism offers a decidedly social account of the function of 

normative vocabulary is because of its focus on expression. The paradigm case of non-doxastic 

attitudinal expression is that of one individual expressing attitudes to another who recognizes that 

expression. I express to you my disapproval by frowning; I express to you my adoration by writing 

you a sonnet; I express to you my distaste for mushrooms by putting my fingers in my ear as you 

attempt to tell me about your favorite mushroom dish. Although I do not want to claim here that 

expressivism is only interpretable as a social activity, that there is no sense in which we might express 

our attitudes to no one, putting forth an attitude when we are alone is rarely understood as expression 

to no one. Rather, it is more often interpreted either as an attitudinal release or venting (e.g., when I scream 

into my pillow to release my anger) or as an expression to myself (i.e., when I write in my journal so that 

I might better recognize and understand my own attitudes). Or sometimes we might interpret certain 

instances as an expression to someone not physically present (to God or to one's ancestors, for 

instance). In the case of journaling, I am perhaps best understood as playing both roles of the 

paradigmatic case of expression—the one expressing and the one recognizing the expression. In the 

case of expression to one who is not present, socially, we might still think this fits the model of 

expressing to someone—that someone is simply removed in some way. We might suggest that both 

these forms of expression are parasitic upon the typical social practice of expression. I learn how to 

express my attitudes to myself and to recognize them, or to express my attitudes to someone who is 

removed, having previously learned the practice of expressing them to others within a social practice.  
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 We might think expressivism is more thoroughly a social view than the likes of realism because 

of this central focus on expression. It is true that many realists believe that normative terms express 

certain states of mind (characteristically, doxastic states of mind like beliefs), but the realist is usually 

less concerned with the expression of these states of mind than their role in representing normative 

properties and states of affairs. Whereas the realist will usually posit that the function of normative 

vocabulary is to represent, whether inside the head of one person or between multiple people, the 

expressivist posits that one central function of normative vocabulary lies in the social expression of 

the attitude itself. Blackburn, for instance, characterizes this expression of non-doxastic attitudes via 

normative assertions as "putting forward" an attitude for others in a form that can serve as a collective 

"focus" for practical reasoning (p.69-71).  

 

2.2 Narrow and Wide Expressivism 

 When teaching about expressivism or when writing about it, most philosophers sum up the 

whole view as the account of an expressive function of normative language that I just detailed. But 

for many of the most prominent expressivists from Ayer onward, this account is not all that 

expressivists have to offer, and nor should it be. Indeed, we might suppose that those who are 

concerned only with this account to be concerned with a narrow expressivism, whereas many prominent 

expressivists are in fact concerned with a wide expressivism, which can include one or both of two 

important accounts that I will detail below. 

 Before I get to those accounts, it's worth considering why expressivists would desire a wide 

expressivism instead of a narrow expressivism. As a naturalistic account of "what we can see ourselves 

as doing when we engage in normative inquiry and discussion," the claim that we are expressing our 

non-doxastic attitudes, if it is not supplemented with some other accounts, is underwhelming. To be 

sure, it does offer a naturalistic theory of a function of our normative perspective on the world, but it 
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does not amount to an account of "why we can't do without" it. After all, we can also express our 

emotions just fine non-linguistically (and so can many other species of non-human animals), albeit with 

less precision. 

 As many expressivists note, our normative perspective seems to play a deeper role in our social 

lives than the facilitation of expression. There is a reason that, nearly 350 years after Hobbes suggested 

that "good" is merely what we call that which we desire, we still cannot do without making sense of the 

world in normative terms. Normativity is central to our every social comportment in the world. Unlike 

electrons and quarks, we do not first learn of norms in a classroom. They are part and parcel how we 

grow up making sense of the world around us—they are embedded within the fabric of our culture, 

central to our understanding of family, friendship, religion, politics, economy. 

 Just consider how integral the following activities are in our lives. We drive on what we take 

to be the correct side of the road. We assign what we take to be the appropriate amount of homework. 

We stand at a distance from others that is proper, giving the right amount of eye contact and the suitable 

facial expressions for the situation. We choose to act on our desires when doing so is permissible and 

restraining ourselves when not. We put on the clothing that fits us best and isn't unseemly. We follow 

norms of what to say, how to say it, when to say it, and to whom to say it; norms that guide us 

differently in our interactions with our boss, our employee, our friend, our mother, our spouse, our 

neighbor. We follow norms of what to eat, when to eat it, and how to eat it, differently in different 

settings and with different people. We follow norms of how to entertain ourselves and others. We 

follow norms of how to play, how to question, how to assert, how to challenge; how to love, how to 

hate, how to mourn, how to die; how to walk, run, drive, dance, skip, and jump.  

 If we are to make sense, as Gibbard says, of "why we can't do without" a perspective from 

which we make sense of the world in this way, narrow expressivism alone isn't going to do it. In 

addition, we need some account (or accounts) of what it does for creatures like us to make sense of 
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every little bit of our social comportment with one another in terms of correctness, appropriateness, 

fitness, unseemliness, and, of course, in terms of right and wrong.  

 This is where two, often overlooked, expressivist accounts come in handy. Although 

contemporary philosophers rarely mention it, the early emotivists of the 20 th century, sometimes 

considered the forefathers of expressivism, were quite clear that normative vocabulary functions not 

only to enable us to express our attitudes, but as a mechanism for impacting one another's attitudes. 

Charles L. Stevenson (1963), for instance, argues that ethical vocabulary serves to "create an influence" 

(16). According to Stevenson, when we tell another person what they ought to do, we are both 

expressing our own feelings and attempting to affect that person's feelings in such a way that they will 

come to align with our own. 

When you tell a man that he ought not to steal, your object is not merely to let him know that 
people disapprove of stealing. You are attempting, rather, to get him to disapprove of it. Your 
ethical judgment has a quasi-imperative force which, operating through suggestion and 
intensified by your tone of voice, readily permits you to begin to influence, to modify, his interests. 
If in the end you do not succeed in getting him to disapprove of stealing you will feel that you 
have failed to convince him… (16) 
 

Stevenson ends the paragraph with a poetic insistence that the difference between traditional 

metaethical views and his own is akin to the difference between "describing the desert and irrigating 

it."22 

 When philosophers make reference to A.J. Ayer (1936), they almost always do so with regard to 

his theory of an emotive function of ethical vocabulary and not his theory of an influential function. 

And yet, as he puts it: 

"It is worth mentioning that ethical terms do not serve only to express feeling. They are 

 
22 This focus on "imperatival force" was picked up by philosophers who advocated a strand of expressivism 
called, "prescriptivism." R.M. Hare, the most influential prescriptivist of the 20 th century, argued that ethical 
terms do not describe the world, but prescribe some action within it. Although this theory does not posit that 
normative vocabulary serves to "express," I still treat it as an expressivist theory here in part because the theory 
is often lumped in with expressivism in the literature, and in part because the two are methodologically related 
to one another. Both are predicated upon a rejection of a representational function of normative vocabulary 
and both posit an alternative account of a central anthropological function of normative vocabulary. 
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calculated also to arouse feeling, and so to stimulate action… In fact we may define the 
meaning of the various ethical words in terms both of the different feelings they are ordinarily 
taken to express, and also the different responses which they are calculated to provoke." (68)23 
 

 This theory, that normative vocabulary serves as a vehicle for social influence, is separate from 

the theory of normative vocabulary's expressive function, but similarly social in its orientation. Both 

theories concern what we are doing, socially, with individual uses of normative vocabulary. One says 

we express our attitudes to one another; the other says we influence one another's attitudes.24 

 This theory of an influential function of individual uses of normative vocabulary is perhaps best 

understood as a step on the way to a more general theory of the function of normative discussion as 

a whole. Stevenson argues that, when we step back and look at the social influence we wield with 

normative vocabulary as an iterated practice across an entire community, we see that a more 

fundamental function of normative discussion is to facilitate social conformity among evaluative attitudes. 

The reason, then, that we find a greater similarity in the moral attitudes of one community 
than in those of different communities is largely this: ethical judgments propagate themselves. 
One man says "this is good"; this may influence the approval of another person, who then 
makes the same ethical judgment, which in turn influences another person, and so on. In the 
end, by a process of mutual influence, people take up more or less the same attitudes. (17) 
 

The real point of the theory, then, is that normative vocabulary serves as a kind of social mechanism 

that drives a community toward attitudinal conformity. Without normative discussion, we could not 

come to agree that stealing is wrong, that promises should be kept, and that kicking people for fun is 

a no-no. This theory, like the expressivist's theory of an expressive function of normative vocabulary, 

is a socially oriented theory concerning the function of normative vocabulary. Unlike the expressive 

theory, it looks at the broader practice of normative discussion to find a function that can only be 

understood at the level of an entire community.  

 
23 Emphasis mine. 
24 One might worry here that our normative assertions often aim to affect directly another's action, and not 
necessarily one's attitudes. Whether this is correct or not, I leave this worry for another paper at another time. 
My interest here is not in assessing the correctness of specific expressivist accounts, but in exploring the 
possibility for a more social version of the theory. 
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 While this theory of a conformist function zooms out to look at the function of normative 

discourse rather than individual uses of normative vocabulary, it does not attempt to make sense of 

why we see things as normative (as good and bad, right and wrong), or why we act on norms (doing 

what's right, avoiding what's wrong). A second addition to narrow expressivism aims to posit a central 

function of all this normative engagement as a whole—of our normative perspective as a whole.  

 As I read them, Blackburn and Gibbard claim that a central function of our normative 

perspective (i.e., of normative perception, language, and action) is the coordination of attitudes and 

behavioral dispositions. Sometimes they put this view in terms of ethics, sometimes in terms of moral 

or normative attitudes, sometimes in terms of normativity, sometimes in terms of normative systems, 

etc. There is no particular activity they seem to pick out, and so I suggest we understand them as 

identifying the function of the whole of our normative engagement with the world. Here is an 

abbreviated compendium of their claims concerning a coordinative function: Blackburn (1998) claims 

that "[e]thics has its importance because of its place in co-ordinating our social lives," (p.38), that 

"moral attitudes must have some kind of [biological] function, and the only function worth citing 

seems to be their value in co-ordinating human actions…" (p.39), that we "intend coordination" with 

our normative avowals, and moreover that "this is the point of the communication"—i.e., the ultimate 

point of making normative assertions (p.68-69). Gibbard (1990) says that "[t]he chief biological 

function of normative discussion is to coordinate" (p.76), that "[s]ystems of normative control in 

human beings … are adapted to achieve interpersonal coordination" (p.64), and that "[i]f there is such 

a thing as governance by norms, there must be psychic mechanisms that accomplish it, … [whose] 

biological function … is to coordinate" (p.61)."25 

 
25 I should make it clear that in highlighting coordination as a central function of our normative perspective, 
Blackburn and Gibbard do not mean to say that this is the only important function of our normative perspective. 
They talk of other functions elsewhere. (Also, emphasis in original). 
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 It is not difficult to see that this theory of a coordinative function is concerned with the social. 

Its claim is that normative perception, language, and action affords us the capacity to exist in a 

particular way together—such that our attitudes and behaviors correspond to one another's rather than 

bouncing around according to their own logic as isolated, atomic individuals.26  

 Indeed, both of the theories I have now characterized in this section are not only concerned 

with "the social," but more specifically with making sense of the socially foundational functions of our 

normative perspective. Attitudinal conformity, for instance, is crucial if we are to get on the same 

page. Without it, we couldn't build the systems of behavior that make possible human culture. How 

could we have roads if we didn't all approve of driving on one side of the road and disapprove of 

driving on the other? How could we have a system of property if we didn't overwhelmingly disapprove 

of stealing?27 Coordination is likewise a necessary capacity for building culture. Without it, we could 

not distribute tasks and activities across a population in such a way that we achieve more together 

than apart. Buildings, cities, music, games, governments: all of these require a highly complex form of 

social coordination. The more the expressivist can do to show that culture depends upon our taking 

up a normative perspective, the closer she is to showing, as Gibbard puts it, that we "can't do without" 

it. 

 

 

 
26 Expressivists are, it seems, not the only philosophers who argue that one function of normative discourse 
may be coordination. David Borman (2015), a social constitutivist, for instance, claims that "[d]iscourse serves 
a pragmatic function—namely, to establish, renew, or repair the shared character of convictions regarding what 
is right or true, which agreement underlies the possibility of cooperative action in everyday life" (p.206). 
27 Once again, one may end up rejecting expressivism's commitment to the connection between attitudes and 
behavior—specifically, one may reject the idea that one must value driving on the right and disvalue driving on 
the left in order to go and drive on the right and not the left. If so, then one may just not be an expressivist. I 
take it that my task in this chapter is to show that, if we take expressivist theories at their word, and we do some 
work to make sure they are consistent and the most plausible versions of those theories that we can put forward, 
then there are some specific things we need to do in order to satisfy the expressivist's methodology. 
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3. Deepening the Social 

 If expressivists' goal in advocating wide expressivism is to make good on their naturalistic 

scruples, then it is worth asking whether they succeed in the endeavor. In this section, I argue that 

they don't. To be clear, my aim in this section is not to formalize an argument against any particular 

expressivist theses or arguments. Accounts of conformist and coordinative functions of our normative 

perspective are not fully worked out in the source material, and they are rarely discussed in the wider 

metaethical literature. My goals here are only to locate those areas in which the characterizations and 

explanations that expressivists have so far offered fall short of the satisfying naturalistic accounts they 

seek, and then to offer some minor, friendly amendments to these characterizations and explanations. 

As I see it, I am engaging here in a constructive exercise and not a critical one. 

 I focus primarily on two sets of issues in the expressivist literature. The first set concerns 

expressivist characterizations of conformity and coordination. My two claims are as follows. First, 

when we pay closer attention to Blackburn and Gibbard's contention that attitudes and dispositions 

are perspectivally related to a given normative judgment, we see that Stevenson's concept of conformity 

collapses into Gibbard's concept of coordination. Second, this concept of coordination is too basic to 

serve the expressivist's interests. Instead of focusing on coordination at the level of individuals, 

expressivists would do better to focus on coordination at the level of social roles.  

 The second set of issues concerns the expressivists' accounts of how a normative perspective 

affords us the capacity to conform and coordinate. It is one thing to offer a vaguely plausible theory 

(e.g., that making sense of the world normatively allows us to coordinate), and yet another to 

demonstrate that theory's explanatory power. I argue here that expressivist explanations are 

implausible primarily because they are myopically concerned with the use of language.   
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3.1 Perspectival Relations and Social Roles 

 Stevenson's concept of conformity is better understood as a proto-version of Blackburn and 

Gibbard's concept of coordination, but it takes a closer inspection of the text and of other expressivist 

commitments to see that this is so.  

 According to Stevenson, the social influence we wield with the use of normative vocabulary 

generates a "similarity in the moral attitudes" of a given community. In the passage I quoted in the 

previous section, he equates similarity in moral attitudes with holding a similar approval or disapproval 

of the same phenomena (e.g., a similar disapproval of stealing). When we, as a community, come to 

agree concerning the normative judgment that stealing is wrong, we thereby come to share a particular 

attitude of disapproval toward the act of stealing. This is conformity in our attitudes. 

 With the help of the traditional expressivist commitment to the intimate causal relation 

between attitude and behavioral dispositions, we can elaborate this theory of attitudinal conformity 

into a theory about attitudinal and dispositional conformity. According to Blackburn, to have a relatively 

fixed attitude toward something gives rise to a number of dispositions to behave in certain ways with 

respect to that thing (p.68). To value one's children gives rise to dispositions to protect and nurture 

them. To disvalue heights gives rise to dispositions to stay away from cliffs and bridges, or to refrain 

from flying. To take Stevenson's example, disapproval of stealing might give rise to dispositions to 

refrain from stealing, or to stop others from stealing. Our attitudes do not wholly determine how we 

will behave (one who values one's children may sometimes neglect them; one who disvalues heights 

may sometimes brave them), but they are nevertheless intimately related to behavior, directing it in 

certain ways in the absence of other values, desires, instinctual movements, etc.  

 If fixed attitudes generate behavioral dispositions, then we can conclude that attitudinal 

conformity, according to which we conform in our fixed attitudes, generates a dispositional conformity. 
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If we come to agree that stealing is wrong, we come to conform in our behavioral dispositions relating 

to the act of stealing. We are similarly disposed to refrain from doing it, or we are similarly disposed 

to stop others from doing it.  

 Now we can compare this conception of attitudinal and dispositional conformity with Blackburn 

and Gibbard's conception of attitudinal and dispositional coordination. Gibbard (1990) implies that 

coordination is a way of structuring our attitudes and behaviors interpersonally in such a way that our 

preferences are better satisfied via this structuring than they would be otherwise. In this sense, his 

notion of coordination is similar to game theory and evolutionary bargaining situations, and he 

explicitly endorses both of these analogies (p.64ff).  

 Gibbard and Blackburn both offer a simple example to illustrate their point (Gibbard, 1990, 

p.67; Blackburn, 1998, p.200). Suppose you and I both think I have wronged you in some way. Perhaps 

I have stolen your favorite pen. Even though we both share the judgement that I have wronged you, 

our attitudes toward this wrongdoing are not the same. The reason they are not the same is because 

attitudes are perspectival. From my perspective, the fact that I (Jason) have wronged you (reader) is cause 

for guilt. From your perspective, the fact that you (Jason) have wronged me (reader) is cause for 

resentment or anger. As Gibbard puts it, my attitude of guilt and your attitude of anger "correspond" 

to one another, and so they are coordinated (67). They afford the possibility of moving through a 

situation in such a way that the chances of "damaging conflict are reduced" (67-8).28  

 Just as conformed attitudes lead to conformed dispositions, Gibbard suggests that coordinated 

attitudes lead to coordinated dispositions. If my stealing your favorite pen leads to my guilt, then I am 

more likely to have a behavioral disposition to hold my head, apologize, and repair the situation with 

 
28 Conformity in attitudes may not lead to this sort of coordination if the attitudes in question are those that 
correspond to egoistic or other highly agent-relative normative judgments. For instance, if the ethical judgment 
we "propagate" is the judgment that one ought to do what is best for oneself in all circumstances, we will likely 
end up in conflict, not coordination. Gibbard might respond here that although this is true, the point is not 
that all conformity generates coordination, but that coordination requires a certain sort of conformity. 
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concrete actions. If my stealing your pen leads to your resentment, you are more likely to have a 

behavioral disposition to shun me or to hold me to these reparative actions. Our dispositions, like our 

attitudes, correspond to one another, and so they are coordinated.29 

 That Stevenson's conformity is not truly distinct from Blackburn's and Gibbard's coordination 

is clear once we juxtapose the two and poke around at their surface differences. Conformity 

supposedly consists in our agreement in evaluative judgment (e.g., stealing pens is wrong), and our 

resultant alignment of attitudes and behaviors. If you convince me that stealing pens is wrong, we now 

share a disapproval of stealing pens, and we will behave similarly with respect to stealing pens. And 

yet, coordination supposedly also consists in agreement in evaluative judgment (e.g., that I have done 

wrong by stealing your pen), and our resultant correspondence (not alignment) in attitudes and 

behaviors. If we both think Jason has done wrong, then I (Jason) will feel guilty and act it, and you 

(the one I have wronged) will feel resentful and act it. In other words, we don't feel and act similarly 

when we are coordinating.  

 The surface mismatch between conformity and coordination seems to occur because the 

characterization of conformity we get from Stevenson is underdeveloped. If we agree about the 

wrongness of stealing pens, and we are both people who have neither stolen any pens nor had any of 

our pens stolen, then our attitudes and dispositions may well align with one another. But there is a 

clear difference in our attitudes once we are parties to a stealing (my guilt, your resentment). The 

crucial point is that attitudes and dispositions are perspectival. We can agree when it comes to a 

particular normative claim, and yet our specific set of attitudes and dispositions with respect to that 

 
29 Whether any particular moral emotion in fact leads to a particular disposition is an empirical matter, and so 
without empirical evidence I'm not firmly committed to the specific examples here. That said, the theory that 
moral emotions developed for the sake of coordinating social behavior in roughly the way that Gibbard suggests 
is plausible enough to consider. My own task in this chapter deals more with coordination on a different level, 
and so the specifics of this account are better investigated at another time. 
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normative claim depend on who we are and how we relate to the activities or entities to which the claim 

refers.  

 What Stevenson called conformity is thus not really conformity. When we agree in our 

normative judgments, we might nevertheless differ in our attitudes and behaviors. But once we give up 

the label of "conformity" and add perspectival differences in attitudes and behaviors, Stevenson's view 

looks a lot more like Gibbard's and Blackburn's.  

 At the top of this section, I suggested that there were two problems with expressivists' 

characterizations of conformity and coordination. The second has to do with the theoretical payoff 

that the expressivist seeks. I mentioned in the last section that expressivists seek to demonstrate why 

we can't do without a normative perspective—and in particular they seek to demonstrate in what sense 

this perspective is socially foundational. The more the expressivist can do to show that conformity 

and coordination are central to our capacities to build robust, complex systems of social interaction, 

the better. Unfortunately, Gibbard and Blackburn's conception of coordination is somewhat muted 

in this respect.30  

 Expressivists ought to reconsider Gibbard and Blackburn's exclusive focus on coordination 

of individuals with localized goals in specific situations. These philosophers offer examples in which one 

individual coordinates with another in order to navigate a problem specific to those individuals (e.g., 

my stealing your pen). We can only make sense of a fairly basic social capacity, however, as long as we 

 
30 There is another error in Gibbard and Blackburn's concept of coordination, and that is the implication that 
there is a specific sort of goal toward which coordination aims. Recall that Gibbard understands coordination 
analogously to something like game theory or evolutionary bargaining situations, according to which there is 
an overarching goal of preference satisfaction or biological fitness that coordination will naturally serve. Human 
culture is chock full of examples of human coordination that is best understood as serving the interests of those 
in power, whether or not this is to the benefit of aggregate preferences or biological fitness. One of the most 
common (and lamentable) forms of coordination is that in which we structure and sustain patterns of attitudes 
and dispositions that generate systematic inequality in access to and possession of various goods (e.g., money, 
materials, health care, credence, occupation of public and commercial space). These complex schemes of 
attitudes and dispositions are certainly examples of coordination, but our scientific perspectives (including 
anthropology and sociology) do not force us to conceive of them as serving some aggregate goal. 
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remain at this individual level. More fruitful is the conception of a more structured form of 

coordination at the level of what we might call "social roles."  

 Just consider the sorts of coordination that have fascinated social and political philosophers 

for thousands of years. Human beings efficiently structure complex distributions of tasks and activities 

across tribes, communities, societies, and, indeed, the globe. We form economies in which individuals 

specialize in countless different professions—carpenter, baker, teacher, lawyer. We distribute labor 

within households and schools and places of worship. We organize ourselves into political and 

economic relationships, whether democratic and egalitarian or in some way socially stratified. We build 

systems of transportation, systems of healthcare, and systems of justice.  

 In these examples, it is less helpful to understand coordination in terms of corresponding 

attitudes and dispositions of some discrete number of individuals. Instead, we should understand 

coordination in terms of corresponding patterns of attitudes and dispositions. We are not just 

coordinating the attitudes and dispositions of the-one-who-stole-the-pen and the-one-whose-pen-

was-stolen. We are coordinating relatively stable patterns of attitudes and dispositions exhibited by 

teachers and students, parents and children, producers and consumers, citizens and legislators. We 

may agree in our normative judgments (e.g., that parents ought to care for their children), but our 

attitudes and dispositions will differ depending on who we are, or what social role we inhabit (e.g., 

whether we are parents or not).  

 The marvel of human social structures is not that individuals are able to coordinate with one 

another, but that this coordination is structured in such a way that attitudes and dispositions are 

replicated from one moment and place to the next, forming relatively stable patterns (teaching looks 

similar from classroom to classroom; transportation looks similar from road to road; relations between 

one legislator and citizen look similar to relations between another legislator and citizen, etc.). It's 

these patterns that afford us the capacity to build villages, cities, governments, economies, and, indeed, 



 

 

65 

large scale societies. And when you add to this that each individual occupies untold numbers of social 

roles, and that few (if any) individuals occupy the same exact combination of social roles, these relatively 

stable patterns are all the more impressive.  

 If it is true that our normative perspective plays a role in structuring these social roles, then 

demonstrating that this is so would not only show that our normative perspective plays an important 

role our social lives; it would make sense of why we still depend on a normative perspective hundreds 

of years after the enlightenment ripped it from our scientific understanding of the world. Again, social 

roles lie at the foundation of our social and cultural lives, and so a perspective that makes them possible 

would seem necessary in order to be the cultural animal (or as Aristotle put it, the political animal) that 

we are.   

 One additional benefit of this conception of coordination is that it opens up space for a notion 

of conformity that does not collapse into coordination. If coordination of social roles is a matter of 

structured patterns of behavior––teachers teach, carpenters construct, etc.––then there is a certain 

kind of conformity that is necessary for this coordination. Individual teachers must conform to the 

patterns of attitudes and dispositions of teachers (and not, say, the attitudes and dispositions of 

firefighters). Even if teachers and non-teachers agree about what it is that teachers ought to do, 

teachers are perspectivally related to teaching in such a way that their attitudes and dispositions with 

respect to teaching will align with one another and yet will differ from those of non-teachers. 

 

3.2 Non-Linguistic Social Influence 

 Independent of the issues with expressivist characterizations of conformity and coordination 

are issues with the nuts and bolts of the explanation of how a normative perspective affords us the 

capacity to conform and coordinate. Expressivists are not very forthcoming on this matter, and so I 
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want to begin by reconstructing the general form of these explanations before turning to identify one 

of the more serious issues with the explanations themselves. 

 At the heart of the accounts of conformist and coordinative functions is a plausible 

assumption about the difference between human beings and non-human animals. Lions and wolves 

coordinate with members of their pride and pack during the hunt. Bees coordinate with one another 

for the sake of food, defense, and reproduction. That these organisms have the attitudes that they do 

and that they engage in the specific coordinative practices that they do is best understood as a direct 

expression of their genetics. Lions are "coded" to coordinate in the hunt, while bees are "coded" to 

divide into workers, soldiers, and queens.  

 Human beings, on the other hand, do not come pre-packaged with a genetically determined 

set of evaluative attitudes or behavioral dispositions to engage in specific coordinated activities. We 

don't come into this world with a comprehensive view of the good life and corresponding attitudes to 

match. We don't come ready to help with family dinner prep or to be a contributing member of a 

soccer team. We train one another up in these activities, learn how to participate in part by watching 

and engaging with others, and hold one another into the specific parts we are to play within greater 

schemes of coordinated activity. In short, we socially shape and reshape our particular patterns of 

attitudes and dispositions. 

 To be clear, the general shape of the expressivist explanations is not that, without a normative 

perspective, we could not conform in our attitudes and coordinate our behavior. The very fact that 

other species do so without such a perspective implies that we could do so as well. On the contrary, 

if we are being charitable to Ayer, Stevenson, Gibbard, and Blackburn, their claim must be that a 

normative perspective is necessary if we are to engage in distinctly human forms of conformity and 

coordination––the kinds that afford the collective capacity to build novel, varied, complex, and 

evolving human cultures. 
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 That explanations concerning conformity take this shape is clear in expressivists' insistence 

that the function of normative discourse is to generate attitudinal conformity by wielding social influence 

through the use of normative vocabulary. Normative vocabulary makes possible the social shaping of 

attitudes (and dispositions), and this social shaping is in part what explains our capacity to build and 

engage in complex and evolving patterns of coordinated behavior.   

 The problem with this view is not that we do not socially shape our attitudes and behavioral 

dispositions with the use of normative vocabulary, but that this cannot be understood as the function of 

our use of normative vocabulary, in the sense that expressivists mean it. Remember that expressivists 

are looking to make sense of why we can't do without normative vocabulary. The social shaping of 

attitudes and dispositions would only be the function of normative vocabulary in this sense if, but for 

normative discussion, we would not be capable of socially shaping our attitudes and dispositions. But 

we know that this is not the case because non-linguistic shaping of attitudes and dispositions is 

ubiquitous in human life.31 Look no further than the social influence of our facial expressions, our 

bodily comportment, our physical interactions with one another, etc.32  

 
31 It is even doubtful that normative discussion is always (or even often) the best way to influence one another's 
attitudes and dispositions. As Dale Jamieson (1998) argues, if I want you to value the desert, a detailed normative 
argument likely will not do the trick. I have to show you the desert, camp out with you, get you to experience 
the lovely stillness, in order for you to think the desert is a precious biome worth our political and moral 
consideration. 
32 Two things to note here. First, my point here would be wrong if normative discussion makes possible the sorts 
of non-linguistic social influence I mention here. And yet, I think it unlikely that human beings developed 
language before facial expressions and other social means of social influence. Some, although perhaps not many, 
animals show some capacity to shape one another's attitudes socially and non-linguistically, and one could easily 
imagine the social work that could have been done by grunting, moaning, smiling, frowning, crying, hitting, and 
so on, long before humans developed the capacity to make a normative assertion. Second, I fully grant that 
language was transformational in the development of the human species, and that the idea that specifically 
normative language was transformational in its own way is not at all implausible. It is likely the case that society 
would look a great deal different if we had not begun using words like 'good' and 'bad' and 'right' and 'wrong.' 
The point I am making here is not intended to diminish the plausibility of this idea, but only to suggest that we 
go wrong in thinking that the best functional explanation—the best account of what makes possible our ability to 
socially shape our attitudes and behavioral dispositions—will refer only to the use of normative vocabulary 
rather than including as well forms of non-linguistic social influence. 



 

 

68 

 This non-linguistic social influence can drive conformity in attitudes and dispositions, too. 

John Haugeland's (1982) characterization of conformist behavior is instructive here. As he puts it, we 

can think of social influence in terms of two social behaviors: "imitativeness" and "censoriousness." 

To imitate others is first to perceive what they are doing and then to replicate their behavior ("monkey 

see monkey do"). To censure others involves a stamping out of behavioral differences, or "a positive 

tendency to see that one's neighbors do likewise, and to suppress variation" (p.16). These two social 

behaviors, Haugeland maintains, generate conformity of behavioral dispositions. 

The net effect of this [social behavior] is a systematic peer pressure within the community, 
which can be viewed as a kind of mutual attraction among the various members' behavioral 
dispositions. Under its influence, these dispositions draw "closer" to each other, in the sense 
that they become more similar; that is, the community members tend to act alike (in like 
circumstances). (16) 
 

I take it to be relatively clear that our non-linguistic imitativeness and censoriousness can effect 

systematic peer pressure that, while perhaps nowhere near the specificity and complexity of the peer 

pressure we can effect with language, is still nonetheless very much systematic and complex. We drive 

conformity in our attitudes and dispositions when we imitate facial expressions, clothing styles, the 

way others' walk, the way other's laugh, and so on. We drive conformity with the use of subtle rewards 

and punishments—a smile for acting as we would act, a frown for acting as we wouldn't; a pleasant 

or unpleasant tone of voice, more or less eye contact, a certain amount of space we leave between us, 

etc. 

 Although our capacity to drive conformity with non-linguistic conformist behavior threatens 

the account of a conformist function of normative vocabulary, we can still rescue the thesis by 

broadening its scope. The key is to show that linguistic and non-linguistic conformist behaviors both 

exhibit our normative judgments. If that's right, then our normative judgments still play a role in 

affording us the capacity to conform our attitudes and dispositions. We only need to broaden the 

scope of the thesis from positing a function of normative vocabulary to positing a function of our 
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normative perspective as a whole, from which we make normative judgments. To show that this is the 

case, we need to get a better idea of the differences between linguistic and non-linguistic exhibitions 

of normative judgments and to show how non-linguistic exhibitions might succeed in driving 

conformity. 

 The difference between linguistic and non-linguistic exhibitions is evident in the following 

example. If I judge that you're not giving the appropriate amount of space, I can exhibit this judgment 

quite forcefully by telling you that you need to back up. But I could also exhibit this judgment by 

backing up myself, or with my facial expression or my stance. As expressivists like Blackburn and 

Gibbard are right to tell us, linguistic exhibition of our normative judgments affords us the ability to 

discuss the matter, to make inferences, to challenge one another, and to put our heads together about 

what is good or bad, right and wrong, etc. We could have a discussion about appropriate distance, 

how it makes us feel, etc. My non-linguistic behaviors do not afford the same interpersonal complexity. 

Nevertheless, in both cases, I take up a perspective from which I make sense of the situation 

normatively, and in both cases I exhibit my judgment in my behavior.33 

 Non-linguistic exhibition of normative judgments can drive conformity in attitudes and 

dispositions. An example may help illustrate the point. Consider a novice learning to use a hammer 

from an expert. The expert hits the nail a few times and then passes the hammer to the novice. The 

novice understands that she ought to do what the expert does, but she does not fully comprehend 

what the expert is doing. She takes a swing at how she ought to do it, imitating as best she can the 

 
33 Here are some examples of non-linguistic exhibition of normative judgments. I put on what I take to be the 
appropriate clothes in the morning, eat the cereal I believe to be good for me, walk out of my apartment onto 
what I unreflectively take to be the correct side of the sidewalk, stop at traffic lights as I perceive to be lawful, 
and scowl at those who refuse to follow laws and norms of transportation etiquette. I greet others how I think 
we should greet others in our community; I ask what I take to be polite questions of colleagues, given them 
what I take to be the right distance, smiling, forcing a chuckle, giving eye contact, cracking jokes, and walking 
on because they are entitled to get on with their day. My behavior is a nearly constant flow of implicit exhibition 
of my normative judgments, of how I understand the normative landscape around me. 
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expert's form. The expert sees that the novice is not doing it correctly, and censures the behavior of 

the novice––adjusting her grip, guiding her arm through a couple swings, etc. Over time, the novice 

comes to understand how one ought to hammer. She comes to value a certain grip, a certain swing, 

and certain measures to ensure the safety of her fingers. She also comes to develop a stable behavioral 

disposition to hammer with a particular form. Over the course of this process, her attitudes and 

behavioral dispositions come to reflect those of the expert who taught her, without words, how one 

ought to hammer.  

 The benefits of recognizing that non-linguistic exhibition of normative judgments can wield 

the kind of influence over attitudes and dispositions necessary for conformity are twofold. The more 

obvious benefit is that it rescues the account of a conformist function from implausibility. It is a 

function of our normative perspective as a whole (and not just of normative discussion) to generate 

Stevenson's conformity in attitudes and dispositions. Without the ability to linguistically and non-

linguistically exhibit our normative judgments in interpersonal behavior, we could not socially shape 

and maintain attitudes and dispositions. 

 The second benefit of this revision to the conformist account is that it offers a path to explain 

how a normative perspective could play such a central role in affording us the capacity to engage in 

the socially foundational form of coordination I discussed in §3.1. How do we shape, reshape, and 

maintain highly complex patterns of interpersonal behavior? How do we differentially distribute social 

roles to hundreds, thousands, or even billions of people? Our linguistic censoring behaviors on their 

own don't meet this challenge. If, on the other hand, we add to our linguistic censoring behaviors the 

ubiquitous exhibition of normative judgment in our social comportment with one another, we 

certainly get closer to an answer.  

 Still missing from the account, however, is an explanation of how the exhibition of normative 

judgments, linguistically and non-linguistically, might afford us the capacity to coordinate social roles. 
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After all, I argued in §3.1 that coordination of social roles requires local conformity, but precludes 

general conformity. Unfortunately, our two accounts of conformity deal with general conformity only. 

Stevenson claims that normative discussion leads to the "similarity of moral attitudes," while 

Haugeland argues that conformist behavior (imitativeness and censoriousness) effect a "mutual 

attraction among… behavioral dispositions."  If the exhibition of normative judgments leads to 

similarities, then from whence come the differences between the attitudes and dispositions of teachers 

and students, parents and children? In the next section, I offer a brief sketch of the kind of account I 

believe expressivists ought to put forward for this purpose, focusing primarily on developing a concept 

of what I call "differential conformist behavior." 

 

4. Bridging the Gap  

 In this section, I posit a quick sketch of an account that expressivist philosophers would do well 

to expand and enrich. As I have mentioned, the contributions this chapter offers are more 

appropriately understood as identifying social themes in expressivism that are so often overlooked, 

and then providing some thoughts as to how expressivists might deepen their social accounts in a way 

that is, by their own lights, preferable to the current state of the theory. Accordingly, I do not offer a 

detailed argument sufficient to adequately justify the nuts and bolts of the account I offer here. 

 Although Stevenson and Haugeland are no doubt right that we use linguistic and non-linguistic 

behavioral exhibitions of our normative judgments to influence attitudes and behavior and, in this 

way, generate conformity, we also use these behavioral exhibitions to influence attitudes and behavior 

in such a way that we generate difference rather than conformity. Parents often censure the behavior of 

their children not so that their children will behave as parents do, but so they will behave as children 

do: punishment for wandering off, for sneaking a bottle of alcohol, for taking the car for a drive while 

the parents aren't home, etc. Teachers censure the behavior of students not so they will behave as 
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teachers do, but so they will behave as students do: turning in homework, listening attentively, asking 

questions, etc.34 The vast, complex structure of interpersonal behavior in our society is constantly 

being shaped and reshaped by countless interactions in which people censure one another so they will 

behave in a multitude of different ways—sometimes overtly with a direct threat of force, sometimes 

subtly with eye contact or a frown.  

 This sort of differential censoriousness does not lead to a uniform conformity in attitudes  and 

behavioral dispositions across a population (because attitudes and dispositions are perspectival, and 

so my attitudes and dispositions toward a student depend on whether I am their teacher or their 

parent, for instance), but nor does it lead to radically individualized or personalized attitudes and 

dispositions.35 Differential censoriousness leads to what we might call "differential conformity." We 

censure children to behave as children do, and so we select for a group of young individuals who 

behave similarly to one another, but behave differently from older individuals. We censure one 

another's behavior such that we behave similarly to those with similar profession, religion, affiliation, 

 
34 This is likely not so different from how we maintain coordinated hierarchies of social roles. White Americans 
historically have (unjustly) censured the behavior of black Americans so that they will behave in ways whites 
do not, and in ways whites desire them to behave. Men historically have (unjustly) censured the behavior of 
women so that they will behave in ways that men do not, and in ways men wish them to behave. 
35  Some may argue that the "differentially" conformed attitudes and dispositions are actually uniformly 
conformed attitudes and dispositions, because we must understand attitudes and dispositions modally. I value 
acting (and am disposed to act) in such and such way were I a teacher and in such and so way were I a student. Thus, 
the teacher and the student can both share attitudes and dispositions (both share attitudes and dispositions 
concerning how to behave in the case of occupying different social roles), and there is no need to mark out a 
kind of differential conformity. This suggestion may sound familiar to those who have encountered Allan 
Gibbard's (2003) understanding of hypothetical contingency planning (i.e., in the case that I am you, I ought 
to…). This suggestion seems to me to rely on an unusually broad interpretation of attitudes and dispositions, 
such that I can be said to have right now dispositions to do various things were I an astronaut. I think an astronaut 
ought to navigate safely to the moon and back, but do I really have the sorts of dispositions that an astronaut 
trained in safe flight can be said to have? Even if we were to understand attitudes and dispositions in this way, 
however, we would still need some way of differentiating between the psychologies and behaviors of those who 
occupy different roles. The point is only that our linguistic and non-linguistic exhibition of normative judgments 
really does play a role in differentially shaping the psychologies and behaviors teachers, students, firefighters, 
and astronauts, and that the expressivist, by their own lights, has some reason to understand this role. Whether 
we make sense of the differences in psychologies according to "attitudes" and "behavioral dispositions" or 
according to some other terminology does not matter so much. 
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skin color, morphology, bodily presentation, sexual orientation, etc., but differently from those with 

different profession, religion, affiliation, etc. 36  Differential censoriousness writ large across a 

population thus leads to conformity among subpopulations, where those subpopulations engage in 

differential inter-subpopulation behavior. Members of subpopulation A treat each member of 

subpopulation B similarly, but treat members of subpopulation B differently from how they treat other 

members of subpopulation A, or from how they treat members of subpopulations C, D, and so on. 

In other words, parents treat children differently from how they treat other parents. Teachers treat 

other teachers differently from how they treat students.  

 Differential conformist behavior (differential imitativeness and censoriousness) is a function of 

a perspective from which we make sense of ourselves and others as differentially bound by norms. I 

understand myself to be bound by norms that concern my students, and I understand my students to 

be bound by different norms that concern me. When I see things this way, I imitate behaviors of 

others I understand to be teachers, while I do not imitate the behaviors of my students. I give lectures, 

for instance, and call on students when their hands are raised; I aim to exhibit passion for the material, 

and some charisma, if possible. I also censure those I understand to be my students in ways I do not 

censure those I understand to be other teachers. I grade my students' work, for instance, and I offer 

them unsolicited critical feedback on their understanding of Kant.37 

 To conclude, the account of differential conformism I've sketched here says that our normative 

perspective affords a capacity to engage in a complex system of differential imitativeness and 

 
36 Some of this may be perfectly just (censuring teachers to act as teachers do), and some may be perfectly 
unjust (censuring individuals of one race or gender to act in ways that dispense burdens upon them while 
dispensing benefits to individuals of another race or gender). 
37 Differential conformist behavior should sound familiar to anyone familiar with social identity theory in social 
psychology. According to this theory, social identities (i.e., identities like being a teacher or a student, a parent 
or a child, a friend, a spouse, etc.) are anchored in "valence-sensitive social comparisons that strive for similarity 
within groups and differentiation between groups" (Hogg, 2018, p.124). 
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censoriousness, which in turn affords us the capacity to structure and sustain relatively stable patterns 

of differential, inter-subpopulation attitudes and behavioral dispositions (i.e., social roles).  

 This account (or one like it) should allow expressivists to better make sense of how a normative 

perspective could be so central to our social lives with one another. If a normative perspective can get 

different groups within the population to acquire different behavioral dispositions, then we can 

distribute tasks and activities throughout that population. We can get one group to hunt and another 

to gather, or one group to teach another group, etc. With some more complexity added to the account, 

we could make sense of our normative perspective's role in structuring complex cultural practices like 

economies, governments, and so on.  

 One additional benefit of the account is that it should also allow expressivists to make better 

sense of how a normative perspective might be instrumental in enabling some of the bleaker aspects 

of human sociality. When we make sense of the world in terms of social hierarchy (some groups are 

entitled to things that others are not), we end up structuring and sustaining differential inter-

subpopulation attitudes and behavioral dispositions in such a way that certain goods are systematically 

distributed differentially across those groups (e.g., money, materials, health care, credence, occupation 

of public and commercial space). Although expressivists have usually extolled the social virtues of our 

normative perspective, it is worth noting (and, indeed, studying) its role in leading to unequal or unjust 

social structures. 

 

5. Conclusion  

 My central aims in this chapter have been to demonstrate, first, that from the very beginning, 

expressivism has been centrally focused on making sense of the relation between our normative 

perspective and our sociality, and second, that expressivists theories of the role that our normative 

perspective plays in enabling attitudinal and dispositional conformity and coordination are in need of 
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improvement. Whether expressivists will be amenable to what I have labeled my "improvements" to 

their theories—whether these improvements ought to be seen as easy fixes that expressivists happened 

to miss or as heretical revisions that expressivists ought to reject—may depend greatly on whom we 

ask. 

 Those expressivists who are primarily focused on developing an account of expressive 

meaning and on solving the Frege-Geach problem may find what I have written here to be too far 

afield from their own concerns. There are, as well, concepts and framings in this chapter that some 

expressivists may find contentious. For instance, some may disagree with the way I have presented 

differential conformism in §4 (see footnote 35). Others may dislike my inclusion of non-linguistic 

normative exhibitions, or my focus on normative perception and action in addition to normative 

discourse.  

 On the other hand, those expressivists, like Blackburn and Gibbard, who are engaged in a 

broader understanding of the various social functions of a normative perspective, may welcome the 

attempt here to unify the disparate expressivist writings on the social functions of our normative 

perspective, to systematize some of the relations between expressivist concepts like conformity and 

coordination, and to extend the expressivist methodology to a more fundamental layer of coordination 

among social roles. My sincere hope is that these philosophers would find what I have proposed here 

to be in part an homage to their social tradition in metaethics that has yet to be brought to full light, 

and in part a friendly addition to that tradition that, while quibbling at the boundaries and forging 

ahead with a slightly altered vocabulary, continues on in what I take to be the same spirit. 
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Chapter 4 

Kantian Constructivism and Sociality 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 Metaethical or "thoroughgoing" Kantian constructivism—that is, the view that individuals 

self-legislate and thereby "construct" the norms that constitute them as practical agents—is sometimes 

criticized for being implausibly individualistic. Some have argued, for instance, that Kant's conception 

of agency is too divorced from the necessary social practices that must undergird it.38 While this 

criticism is at the very least understandable, given the central individualistic thesis of self-legislation, 

contemporary Kantian constructivists have nevertheless offered some reasons to think that the view 

is actually highly concerned with sociality. In particular, these constructivists argue that there is a 

constitutive relation that holds between norms and our interpersonally situated roles or identities. 

Onora O'Neill, for instance, is clear that while some norms bind us as human beings, most norms 

bind us in our capacity as members of various communities (political, cultural, etc.). Christine 

Korsgaard (2009) argues that norms are constitutively related to what she calls "practical identities," 

which paradigmatically include those we possess as socially entangled beings: "roles and relationships, 

citizenship, memberships within ethnic or religious groups, causes, vocations, professions, and 

offices" (20).  

 In this chapter, I argue that, although O'Neill, Korsgaard, and other socially-minded Kantians 

are correct that we possess socially situated identities that are constitutively related to norms, this fact 

 
38 See, for instance, Pippin (2008), Moland (2011), Borman (2015), and Walden (2012), and Hogan (2014). 
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is, ironically, fatal to the thesis of self-legislation. I conclude that we therefore ought to reject Kantian 

constructivism even as we salvage and embrace the best of the social insights of those who have 

worked to add sociality to it.  

 In §2, I offer a brief sketch of the basic claims of Kantian constructivism—the two theses that 

are defining of the view. In §3, I present key ways in which socially-minded Kantians have worked to 

add in key elements of sociality to that core view. In particular, I look at arguments by Lydia Moland, 

Carla Bagnoli, and Korsgaard that constructivism is most plausible as a view that includes a conception 

of interpersonally situated practical identities and a theory that self-legislation is only possible within 

a social practice of recognition. In §4, I argue that interpersonally situated practical identities ought to 

be understood as co-constitutive social identities, and that once we understand them this way we will 

find that we ought to reject self-legislation, and thus to abandon Kantian constructivism. Finally, in 

§5, I argue that, despite leaving behind Kantian constructivism, we can nevertheless carry forward 

constructivists' social insights as we move toward a different view—in particular, insights concerning 

the constitutive relations between norms and our social identities and the social practice of social 

recognition. 

 

2. Kantian Constructivism 

 As Christine Korsgaard characterizes it, metaethical Kantian Constructivism is a response to 

"the normative question": what should I do? This question comes about in a moment of practical 

crisis. The very fact that we ask ourselves what we should do is evidence to the fact that we sometimes 

don't know what to do. In practical crises, our activity comes to a halt and we find that we cannot go 

on again unless we determine what it is that we ought to do.  

 Given Kantian constructivism's philosophical lineage, which began in the wake of the 

scientific revolution and in the midst of the crystallization of the "Modern Scientific World View" (as 
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Korsgaard calls it), many constructivists themselves begin their philosophical journey in a practical 

crisis of their own. If the natural world is nothing but observable phenomena acting in accord with 

the laws of nature, then there doesn't seem to be room for normativity—for good and bad, right and 

wrong, etc.—out there in the world. But if the world itself is does not hold normativity within it, then 

where does normativity come from? What is the source of normativity? What could possibly make it 

the case that x is right and y is wrong?39   

 Kantian constructivism aims to generate practical guidance for those stuck in practical crises 

by analyzing the structure of the perspective from which we understand those crises. If we can 

understand how a person makes sense of their own process from crisis to solution, and if we can find 

some structural features of that understanding that can offer constraints on how that person can 

undertake that process in practice, then we will have revealed some useful, practical guidance that they 

can use to go on again. 

 According to Kantian constructivists, a practical crisis is understood from a normative 

perspective—the perspective from which we see good and bad, reason about what we ought to do, 

 
39 Note that it is not necessary that Kantian constructivists begin with this specific worry handed down from 
enlightenment philosophy. One could begin simply with an inability to determine what one ought to do. 
Whether or not the Kantian constructivist begins with this specific practical crisis, their strategy in solving their 
practical crisis will look the same: locating a source of normativity in self-legislation. Thus, while the Modern 
Scientific World View may be a more common cause of the practical crises that drive Kantian constructivists 
to metaethical inquiry (and this common occurrence is why I include this paragraph here), many practical crises 
will involve a similar need for firmer normative ground, and so many practical crises may act as a catalyst for 
such inquiry. This is true despite the fact that the worries about the Modern Scientific World View may appear 
to be couched in meta terminology that an everyday practical crisis is not. Why? Because even the meta 
questions about the source of normativity are, after all, couched from a normative perspective. The one who 
wishes to find a source of normativity is the one who wishes to find some firm foundation of normative claims 
they can rely on in their normative activity. To posit that God is the source of authority is to answer the 
question: why should I do this? ("Because God says so"). To posit that I am the source of authority is likewise 
to answer the question: why should I do this? ("Because I say so."). To be sure, different crises may have 
different psychological characters. A crisis as all-encompassing as the one many Kantian constructivists believe 
results from the rise of the Modern Scientific World View will likely engender a sort of anxiety that more 
localized practical crises will not. A general befuddlement about the source of normativity that is unrelated to 
the Modern Scientific World View may look psychologically different, still. I make a claim here only as to the 
above similarity in need for firmer normative ground and thus a similarity in how Kantian constructivists go 
looking for it. 
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and act according to what we deem to be right—and so this is the perspective that the Kantian 

constructivist seeks to analyze.40 As I understand it when I am caught in a practical crisis and cannot 

continue on in my activity, in order to go on I must determine what I ought to do by reasoning through 

what options are better or worse, and so on.  

 Kantian constructivists offer two core theses concerning this normative perspective—one 

concerning the process from crisis to solution, and one concerning the constraints on this process. 

 The first thesis posits a specific feature of the process by which we solve a practical crisis. This 

process in its simplest form is to begin with the normative question, to engage in normative reasoning, 

and to conclude that reasoning with a determination of what we ought to do. This last step is the key 

for the Kantian constructivist. When we determine what we ought to do, we use a normative term like 

'ought' or 'should' as "names of the solutions of [our] problems" (Korsgaard, 2003, p.116). When I 

am lost and I conclude after reasoning that I ought to go north, I name the solution to my problem. 

In a sense, I am picking out going north as the thing-to-do. According to the Kantian constructivist, 

there is no thing-to-do independent of determining what is to be done. In naming the solution to my 

problem, I construct the obligation to go north—or, as constructivists often put it, I self-legislate this 

obligation, thereby binding myself to it.  

 The reason Kantian constructivists understand my conclusion as constructing a new obligation 

rather than discovering an already existing one has to do with their insistence that a normative crisis 

is a practical crisis, and not a theoretical one. Some realists believe that determining what I ought to 

do is a matter of accurately representing, describing, or referring to normative features that exist 

 
40  Constructivists often use the terms "practical perspective," "practical point of view," or "practical 
standpoint," but I take it we are referring largely to the same perspective. For instance, Sharon Street's (2010) 
"practical point of view" is defined as "the point of view occupied by any creature who takes at least some 
things in the world to be good or bad, better or worse, required or optional, worthy or worthless, and so on - 
the standpoint of a being who judges, whether at a reflective or unreflective level, that some things call for, 
demand, or provide reasons for others" (366). 
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independently of myself and my practical reasoning. According to the Kantian constructivist, this view 

of normativity is unhelpful because it posits a categorical separation between a practical understanding 

of how to go on and a theoretical understanding of what we ought to do. If getting normativity right 

is theoretical, and not practical, then determining what we ought to do would not help us determine 

how to go on, here and now. Once I am able to represent the normative world independent of me, I 

still must find some sort of practical application of this representation in my current practical crisis. If 

instead we agree with the constructivist that normativity is practical and not theoretical, that ought-

to-do is no different from what-to-do, then my conclusion about what I ought to do here and now 

will have practical bite to it; it is no different from determining what to do, practically, here and now.41  

 Although self-legislation gives us an account of the process by which we solve our practical 

crises, on its own it does not suffice. If I am caught in a practical crisis and I know that in order to go 

on I must self-legislate, I still do not know what to self-legislate. If it's up to me what's right and wrong, 

it may seem that I could legislate anything to be right and anything to be wrong. In order to go on again, 

I require constraints on my self-legislative activity. I require that, even if I construct what it is that I 

ought to do, what I ought to do will nevertheless be definite and in some sense unalterable (i.e., non-

 
41 Korsgaard helpfully illustrates this point with an analogy concerning the use of a map. Suppose the function 
of a particular map is to represent the geographical terrain now in front of you, and suppose further that the 
map represents this terrain accurately. Now suppose you want to use this map to find some landmarks that are 
scattered about. What do you need in order to find them? You might begin by finding where the landmarks are 
represented on the map. Suppose you do this, placing your fingers or some pins right into the places on the 
map where you find the representations of the landmarks you seek. According to Korsgaard, there is still some 
further understanding that you require in order to go and find these landmarks, and that is the practical 
understanding of how to use a map. Despite your understanding of the representations, your understanding of 
what they represent, and your knowledge that the map is accurate, you still must somehow apply all of this 
theoretical understanding in practice, in your going out and finding these landmarks. To understand how to 
apply this theoretical understanding in practice is to have a kind of understanding that no map (indeed, no 
representation) can offer. Note that adding a map that represents the transition from representation to use will 
not help. We would still need to make another transition from this representation to use. This quickly turns into 
a vicious regress. Note the similarity between this argument and Wittgenstein's (1953:2009) rule following 
regress in Philosophical Investigations. 
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arbitrary)—that, even though it is up to me what is right and what is wrong, I can't but legislate this to 

be right and that to be wrong. 

 The Kantian constructivist's second thesis aims to provide the constraints that ensure the non-

arbitrariness of self-legislation. Essentially, the constructivist aims to show that only certain candidate 

norms can be self-legislated. The reason only certain norms can be legislated is because of a certain 

structural relation between norms and agency—i.e., between norms and our capacity as self-legislators. 

This thesis says that norms and agency co-constitute one another. Allow me first to unpack why we might 

think norms and agency co-constitute one another before turning to how constructivists think this co-

constitution relation offers the constrains that the constructivist seeks.  

 According to the constructivist, the very intelligibility of a norm requires that there be some 

who who is accountable to that norm—i.e., a locus of accountability for that norm. Norms permit 

someone, obligate someone, require someone, bind someone. To make sense of norms governing the game of 

soccer, for instance, is already to make sense of players who are accountable for acting in accord with 

those norms. To make sense of parenting norms is to already to make sense of those who parenting 

norms bind (parents). To make sense of the norms of a language (e.g., English) is already to make 

sense of English speakers. To put this in another way, norms are action guiding, and so they are 

understood in relation to those whose action they guide.  

 Some norms bind not only someone, but everyone. Onora O'Neill (1996) suggests that each 

norm has a "scope," or a set of those who are bound by that norm. While some norms might have a 

more "restrictive" scope (e.g., the norms of soccer), basic Kantian constructivism is primarily 

concerned with those norms whose scope is maximally unrestrictive (or "cosmopolitan," as O'Neill 

puts it). Cosmopolitan norms are those that bind all who self-legislate, regardless of what other norms 
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may bind them.42 Recall that Kantian constructivism says that all norms are constructed through the 

activity of self-legislation. All who are bound by norms are thus necessarily self-legislators, because 

one only becomes bound by a norm when they self-legislate that norm. Cosmopolitan norms are those 

norms that guide us in the activity of self-legislation itself, regardless of what norms we are self-

legislating. Kantian constructivists put this in terms of agency. To be a self-legislator is to be an agent, 

and so the norms of self-legislation are the norms of agency. If you are bound by any norms, then you 

are an agent, and so you are bound by the norms of agency.43  

 The structural relation that the constructivist highlights between agency and the norms of 

agency is one of co-constitution. To constitute something is to compose it. The most recognizable 

example of a constitution relation is the written constitution of a polity, which outlines the principles 

that, together, constitute or compose the legal and governmental framework of that polity. 

Constitution relations work similarly in a material context: a seat, together with legs and a back, 

constitutes or composes a chair. In both cases, what is constituted is not altogether separate from or 

different from that which composes it. A legal framework just is a body of principles; a chair just is a 

seat with legs and a back. To posit a co-constitution relation is to posit that two things constitute one 

another. Just as with a constitution relation, those things on either side of a co-constitution relation 

are not altogether separate. Indeed, they are, as John Haugeland (1998) puts it, "two sides of one coin" 

(p.353).44 The difference between co-constitution and constitution, however, is that a constitution 

relation is accompanied by an implied logical priority (or fundamentality) of what is on one side of the 

 
42 Whether there are any cosmopolitan norms is up for debate, as is what those norms would be if there were 
any. I leave off here the Kantian constructivist's explanation for why there must be cosmopolitan norms because 
this argument is beyond the purview of this chapter. 
43 Philosophers have posited many different conceptions of agency. This is only one. I do not claim that this is, 
at the end of the day, what agency is, but rather that this is a standard conception of agency according to a basic 
sort of Kantian constructivism. 
44 Here Haugeland is noting the constitutive relations between possibility and intelligibility, and between the 
world and its knowability. 
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relation over the other. The legal principles are more fundamental, and so they constitute the legal 

framework. The material parts are more fundamental, and so they constitute the chair. In the case of 

co-constitution, neither side is more fundamental. They are truly flip sides of one coin in the sense that 

neither is logically prior to the other. Both constitute one other.  

 The reason a constructivist might think the relation between agency and the norms of agency 

is one of co-constitution is because, as I mentioned above, the intelligibility of one concept includes 

the intelligibility of the other. What it is to be an agent just is to be bound by the norms of agency, 

and what it is to be the norms of agency just is to bind all agents. The two are two sides of one coin, 

and neither is more fundamental than the other; thus the two constitute one another. In other words, 

there are norms governing our self-legislating activity—what we are permitted or obligated to self-

legislate and what we are permitted or obligated not to self-legislate; what it is to be an agent is to be 

bound by these norms that govern our self-legislation, and what it is to be bound by these norms is 

to be an agent.  

 Constraints only come into the picture when we reflect on the fact that, although we each self-

legislate the norms of agency, those norms are universal—they bind all agents.45 In order to legislate 

a norm of agency, that norm must be capable of being a norm a norm of agency. That is, it must be 

capable of binding all agents. This is, essentially, Kant's categorical imperative, with the contemporary 

term, 'norm' substituted for Kant's term, 'law': "Act only according with that maxim through which 

you can at the same time will that it become a universal law" (Kant, 1997 p.31/4:421). As Korsgaard 

puts it, "The categorical imperative merely tells us to choose a law. Its only constraint on our choice 

is that it has the form of a law. And nothing determines what the law must be. All that it has to be is a 

law" (98).  

 
45 Once again, note that I remain agnostic about whether there really are some norms that bind all agents, or 
whether agency is something common to all who self-legislate. I am only offering a sketch of the Kantian 
constructivist position detailed enough to satisfy the argument I offer in the coming sections. 
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 For a norm to be a norm, it must be the case that all who fall within the scope of the norm can 

fall within the scope of the norm. It must be the case that the norm can bind them, that it can be a 

conceivable norm that all those who are accountable to it can both legislate and follow. Famously (or 

perhaps infamously), Kant thinks that certain candidate norms are inconceivable as norms of agency 

(breaking promises, suicide, etc.). According to Kant, it simply could not be the case that we all self-

legislate the entitlement for all to break promises whenever expedient, because the very intelligibility 

of promise-making depends upon a context in which promises are often kept.  

 Thus, Kantian constructivists believe that self-legislation is not arbitrary after all. I must self-

legislate only those norms of agency that are capable of binding all agents. When I am confronted 

with a practical crisis, there is therefore at least some sort of practical guidance that the Kantian 

constructivist theses offer me: self-legislate only what can be a norm. I am normatively bound to reject 

those candidate norms that could not universally bind all agents.  

 There is one more sense in which Kantian constructivists argue that self-legislation is 

constrained, and that is the sense in which we cannot but self-legislate. As I mentioned above, Kantian 

constructivism begins with practical crises—situations in which we cannot determine how to go on. If 

you are haunted by such a crisis, you cannot initially make sense of how to determine what you ought 

to do and to get yourself to go and do what you determine you ought. As Korsgaard would put it, in 

a practical crisis you have asked yourself "the normative question": what should I do? And as 

Korsgaard points out, if you are someone who understands your situation this way—if you are 

someone who asks yourself the normative question—then you already understand from your own 

perspective that the way out of this problem is to answer the question, to name the solution to your 

problem according to what you ought to do. This is not just a way out of the problem, it is the only way 

out of the problem. If you don't eventually determine what it is you ought to do—which, the second 

constructivist thesis of co-constitution tells us is not altogether different from saying, if you don't 
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eventually determine that you are an agent—then, as Korsgaard (1996) puts it, "you will lose your grip 

on yourself as having any reason to do one thing rather than another – and with it, your grip on 

yourself as having any reason to live and act at all" (p.121). Even in your disoriented state, you 

recognize that going on again is a matter of determining who you are—to fail to do so, to fail to 

determine that you are an agent is to fail to go on. The Kantian constructivist believes it's not just that 

you will go on, but that you cannot but go on. Even if you were to determine that in some sense you 

ought not go on, you have thereby come to a normative judgment about what you ought to do, and so 

you have gone on. According to the Kantian constructivist, unless someone hits your head with a 

hammer or you somehow begin to skip backwards over and over like a scratched CD, there is no 

escaping self-legislation.46 

 To sum up, Kantian constructivists claim that when I am at a loss for how to go on, I must 

engage in some normative reasoning, and ultimately I must self-legislate or construct the norms that 

bind me. In so doing, I construct my agency, which is co-constitutive with these norms, and I am 

therefore constrained in my self-legislation; I must only legislate norms that are capable of being norms 

(of binding all agents), and I cannot but self-legislate.  

 

3. Social Themes in Contemporary Kantian Constructivism 

 Many philosophers have argued that this form of core Kantian constructivism is insufficiently 

social. Some have argued that Kantian agency is not sufficiently differentiated according to our more 

specific normative roles within society, while others have argued that Kant's conception of agency is 

too divorced from the necessary social practices that must undergird it.47 To their credit, contemporary 

 
46 See Ferrero (2009) for more on this topic of inescapability. 
47 For the former, see Hegelian arguments from Pippin (2008), Hogan (2014), and Moland (2011), a Habermas-
inspired argument from Borman (2015), as well as Walden (2012). For the latter, see Heideggerian arguments 
from Haugland (1982) and Rousse (2013). Haugeland mentions Kant only briefly to form the backdrop of the 
view he is overturning. 
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Kantian constructivists have offered additions to the basic view that incorporate a greater focus on 

sociality in both of these areas.  

 The first addition concerns Onora O'Neill's "scope" of a norm. As I said in the previous 

section, O'Neill thinks some norms are so "inclusive" that their scope is "cosmopolitan," binding all 

agents. But she rightly points out that this is not the case for all (or even most) of the norms that bind 

us. Many norms are what she calls "restrictive," binding us only relative to our more specific roles—

e.g., binding only those on "the same side of family, village, [or] national or wider feuds or boundaries" 

(55).48  

 O'Neill's idea that the scope of a norm varies depending on the norm in question may sound 

familiar to those acquainted with Christine Korsgaard's popular notion of a "practical identity" (1996, 

2009).49 According to Korsgaard, practical agency is best understood as a sort of practical identity we 

have, and we have many. We possess a practical identity in virtue of falling within the scope of a norm, 

and so we are practical agents insofar as we fall within the scope of the norms of agency. But we are 

also dancers insofar as we fall within the scope of the norms of dancing, parents insofar as we fall 

within the scope of parenting, or soldiers if we fall within the scope of the norms of combat.  

 
48 O'Neill (1996, p.54-55) talks about this in terms of inclusive and restricted practical reasoning, which is 
slightly different, but not, I take it, incompatible with the way in which I have characterized narrow and wide 
scopes here. O'Neill talks about the difference between narrow and wide in terms of the context of the 
reasoning. Her view, in my opinion, could benefit from Korsgaard's concept of a practical identity here, but 
what's a fan of brilliant philosophers to do? Bridging the gap between O'Neill and Korsgaard requires some 
smoothing of the edges that I do not think does any great disservice to either view, and certainly does no 
disservice to the overall argument of this dissertation. 
49 See Korsgaard (1996), Chp. 3, "The Authority of Reflection." One reason we might use the term 'identity' is 
because we can identify loci of accountability according to the norms to which they are accountable. You can 
identify in some sense who I am by reference to the many constellations of norms that bind me. If I am bound 
by teaching norms, I am a teacher; if I am not bound by these norms, I am not a teacher. If I am bound by the 
norms of romantic partnership, then I am a romantic partner; if I am not bound by these norms, then I am not 
a romantic partner. I share most of my practical identities with others (other teachers, other romantic partners, 

etc.), and yet my unique intersection of practical identities sets me apart as a unique locus of accountability.  Not 
all practical identities are shared. For instance, to my knowledge, no one else who has ever been born shares 
my exact full name, and so no one else will be accountable to norms of responding to this name. Thus, no one 
else shares the practical identity co-constitutive with these norms. 



 

 

87 

 On Korsgaard's picture, we may self-legislate norms of agency that are co-constitutive with 

agency itself, but we likewise self-legislate sets of norms that are co-constitutive with our more 

particular practical identities. When I decide that I ought to go vote, I self-legislate the norms that 

bind me as a citizen. And just as basic Kantian constructivism says that neither agency nor the norms 

of agency is more fundamental than the other, on this picture neither a practical identity nor the set 

of norms binding those with this practical identity is more fundamental than the other. What it is to 

have a practical identity is to be bound by this set of norms, and what it is to be bound by this set of 

norms is to have this practical identity. The norms of citizenship are co-constitutive with the practical 

identity, citizen, and so when I legislate the norms of citizenship, I construct myself as a citizen. What 

it is, on this picture, to be bound by the norms of citizenship is to be a citizen, and vice versa.  

 Since self-legislation and co-constitution get carried over from agency to practical identities in 

general, some of the constraints on our self-legislation get carried over as well. Just as the norms that 

bind us as agents are constrained because only those norms that can be self-legislated and followed by 

all agents can be norms of agency, so too are the norms that bind us in our more particular practical 

identities constrained because only those norms that can be self-legislated and followed by all of those 

with that identity can be norms that are co-constitutive with that identity. For instance, there are certain 

candidate norms of friendship that cannot be norms of friendship, because were all friends to self-

legislate those norms, friendship itself would be inconceivable. To give a case similar to Kant's case 

of promise keeping for agents, if all friends were to self-legislate a norm requiring individual friends 

to pursue their own interests above the interests of their other friends when those interests come into 

conflict, the reciprocal aid necessary to develop and sustain friendship would dissolve, and so this 

norm could not be conceivably be self-legislated and followed by all friends. This idea that certain 

candidate norms are inconceivable is true of other practical identities as well—citizen, mother, 

employee, mentor, etc.  
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 This addition to basic Kantian constructivism, it turns out, can be understood as offering a 

social understanding of the structure of our normative perspective. Why? Because many practical 

identities are interpersonally situated. Consider Korsgaard's (2009) own list of paradigmatic practical 

identities: 

Conceptions of practical identities include such things as roles and relationships, citizenship, 
memberships within ethnic or religious groups, causes, vocations, professions, and offices. It 
may be important to you that you are a human being, a woman or a man, a member of a certain 
profession, someone's lover or friend, a citizen or an officer of the court, a feminist or an 
environmentalist, or whatever. (20)  
 

Beyond the obvious sense in which relationships are social, we usually think of the roles we fill in 

society in terms of the interactions we are expected to have with different groups of people; we usually 

think of citizenship as involving relations among citizens, or of professions in terms of the many 

relations one has to others within and outside of that profession. Each of the examples Korsgaard 

offers seems to involve a kind of interpersonal placement, in which persons are socially situated and 

related to others within a sort of normative matrix.50 

 Indeed, once we understand normative relations in terms of practical identities, even basic 

Kantian constructivism's practical identity of agency may seem to be social. The norms of agency 

involve norms concerning how we ought to comport ourselves with other agents—treating them as 

ends in themselves and never as mere means, for instance. While this may indicate that basic Kantian 

constructivism is already social, to some extent, it is nevertheless the case that the addition of the 

concept of a practical identity both adds the richness of our many socially situated roles and illuminates 

the sense in which agency itself is a social role.  

 
50 It is certainly possible that some practical identities are not interpersonally situated. In order to be a practical 
identity that is not interpersonally situated, it would have to be one that is not co-constitutive with norms that 
involve others. As I am only concerned here with those that are interpersonally situated, we can leave to the 
side those that are not. 
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 There is a second set of arguments that aim to incorporate more sociality into Kantian 

constructivism. This one focuses, not on the centrality of interpersonally situated identities, but on the 

importance of social recognition. Several contemporary Kantian constructivists have highlighted the 

importance of social recognition for the very possibility of self-legislating the norms of agency. Lydia 

Moland (2011), for instance, argues that agency and obligation must take shape within our social 

relations with others because, according to her interpretation of Hegel, it is only through these 

relations that we can "recognize another individual's claim to self-determination" (374). In other 

words, it is only within these relations that we can recognize others as self-legislators themselves, and 

this recognition forces us to "[evaluate our] desires in the light of the other human’s desires" (372), 

which is crucial when legislating laws that govern our interpersonal behavior. Basic Kantian 

constructivism goes wrong, on Moland's view, insofar as it claims that self-legislation is prior to or 

separate from our social relations with others.  

 Carla Bagnoli (2007) agrees that social recognition is a necessary condition for the possibility 

of self-legislation. She calls her own interpretation of this theory the "dialogical view of respect," 

according to which social recognition is a kind of mutual respect, or a "mutual acknowledgment of 

accountability" (116). This mutual acknowledgement is necessary in order to form the moral 

community of self-legislating agents, because it is only through such a reciprocal acknowledgment that 

we mutually find our actions to be morally constrained with respect to one another. While authority 

itself remains localized to individuals (i.e., we still self-legislate), this authority can only be exercised 

within a larger social practice of recognition. (Compare: while the authority of a commander is the 

commander's alone, she can only exercise this authority when she recognizes the individuals around 

her as privates, and when those privates recognize her as their commander).  

 This placement of self-legislation within a larger social practice is present in Korsgaard (1996), 

too. Valuing one's own agency, she suggests, "implies, entails, or involves valuing it in that of others" 
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(132). This is because our agency (i.e., our accountability to the norms of agency) is no different from 

another's agency (i.e., no different from another's accountability to the same norms). Although we 

independently self-legislate the norms of agency, we are nevertheless all agents, bound by the same 

norms. In a certain sense, we share the norms of agency—and this is why we can share our reasons 

for doing something with another.  

[O]ur social nature is deep, in the sense that it is the nature of our reasons that they are public 
and shareable… So the kind of argument we need here is not one that shows us that our 
private reasons somehow commit us to public ones, but one that acknowledges that our 
reasons were never more than incidentally private in the first place. To act on a reason is 
already, essentially, to act on a consideration whose normative force may be shared with 
others. (136) 
 

 Thus, although all three of these views—Moland's, Bagnoli's, and Korsgaard's—add a layer of 

sociality to basic Kantian constructivism, they can, at the same time be viewed as a way of situating 

self-legislation within a social practice in order to vindicate the individualism of self-legislation. We may 

be socially situated beings who must enter into some form of mutual recognition in order to be the 

agents that we are, but we nevertheless must self-legislate the norms co-constitutive with agency. For 

instance, despite Korsgaard's insistence that our sharing reasons means that the social element in her 

theory is "deep," the way we end up obligating one another still indirectly runs through self-legislation. 

Consider the following example of Korsgaard's in which you step on her foot. She asks: how do you 

become obligated to move your foot? 

How does the obligation come about? Just the way Nagel says that it does. I invite you to 
consider how you would like it if someone did that to you. You realize that you would not 
merely dislike it, you would resent it. You would think that the other has a reason to stop, 
more, that he has an obligation to stop. And that obligation would spring from your own 
objection to what he does to you. You make yourself an end for others; you make yourself a 
law to them. (143) 
 

The subtext here is that another person can "obligate you," but only by reminding you that they are 

an end in themselves—a self-legislator in their own right—and that you are thereby constrained as a 

practical agent in the way that you self-legislate. Because you recognize the other's humanity––i.e., 
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because you recognize that you are both human, you must self-legislate that you are obligated to remove 

your foot in order that you treat this human being as an end in themselves. 

 Despite the fact that Kantian constructivists ultimately use sociality to protect the 

individualism at the root of their view, the two theories I have characterized in this section 

(interpersonally situated practical identities and social recognition) are both significant social additions 

to basic Kantian constructivism. Whether they are fully consistent with basic Kantian constructivism 

is a question for another time, as the argument I put forward in the following sections does not depend 

on this consistency (or lack thereof).  

 In the next section, I argue that Kantian constructivists' theory of practical identities is on the 

right track, but that our interpersonally situated practical identities are actually social in another respect. 

Once we grasp the implications of a view that incorporates this additional sociality, it is fatal to self-

legislation. I return to the second theory put forward here (social recognition) in §5, where I make the 

case that we ought to salvage this notion even after we get rid of the theory of self-legislation.  

 

4. Social Identities and Self-Legislation 

 Many of our practical identities are interpersonally situated. That is, they involve norms that 

guide and structure our interpersonal existence with one another. In this section, I argue that, because 

interpersonal norms govern both how we are to comport ourselves with others and how others are to 

comport themselves with respect to us, we ought to understand interpersonal identities in both of 

these respects—as constitutively related both to the norms that bind us and the norms that concern 

us. I then make the case that this theory of dual-facing, "social" identities renders the Kantian 

constructivist thesis of self-legislation implausible, and so we ought to reject Kantian constructivism. 

 As I detailed in §2, Kantian constructivism's second thesis says that norms and practical 

identities co-constitute one another––i.e., they are flip sides of the same coin. A norm is only 
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intelligible as such in relation to a locus of accountability for that norm, and a locus of accountability 

is only intelligible as such in relation to a norm. What it is to be a gymnast is to be accountable to the 

norms of gymnastics, and what it is to be accountable to the norms of gymnastics is to be a gymnast.  

 Although I find nothing especially wrong with this thesis (so far as it goes), there is more, 

structurally speaking, that is required in order for a norm to be a norm than to be constitutively related 

to loci of accountability for that norm. Norms do not bind us within a vacuum; they involve the world 

and guide our embodied comportment within it. In the case of interpersonal norms, this means 

guiding our engagement with others. Teaching norms, for instance, guide teachers in their comportment 

with students. To be obligated to teach is, after all, to be obligated to teach someone. How we ought to 

comport ourselves in interpersonal situations thus depends just as much upon who we are as it does 

whom we are engaging with. A teacher is obligated to teach their students, but not random strangers 

who walk through the door.51  

 One way to envision the view I am suggesting is this: interpersonal norms are structured with 

two poles on either side of the norm—a practical identity (a locus of accountability) and an identity 

of concern (a locus of concern for that norm). Guardians are accountable to norms that concern their 

children; children are accountable to norms that concern their guardians.52 

 
51 Surely, how we ought to comport ourselves, even in interpersonal situations, depends also on the material 
objects around us. Teaching involves blackboards, chalk, erasers, computers, software, etc. It is my view that 
all of these objects have identities of concern, but not practical identities, and so our practical identities are co-
constitutive with the identities of the objects around us. This speculation is beyond the purview of this 
dissertation however, and I look forward to developing this view further at another time. 
52 Some norms that involve interpersonal comportment may not seem to fit this model. For instance, we may 
be accountable to rather abstract norms like the obligation to leave the world better than we found it. While I 
can locate a practical identity for this norm rather easily, an identity of concern is harder to find. Nevertheless, 
these abstract norms do, in the end, have identities of concern at one pole. It is likely the case that they have all 
identities of concern at one pole, as leaving the world better may include doing good for other people in respect 
to their many different identities. But doing good for a teacher in South Korea looks very different from doing 
good for a farmer in Ethiopia looks very different from doing good for an orphan in Argentina. Our identities 
of concern are in part co-constituted by the norms of beneficence or good will or utilitarian calculations (or 
what have you) to which others are accountable. How others ought to comport themselves with respect to us, 
even in cases of "leaving the world better," will depend on who we are. 
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 To the extent that practical identities and interpersonal norms co-constitute one another, it is 

also true that interpersonal norms and identities of concern co-constitute one another. To be the concern 

of the norms of task delegation is to be an employee, and to be an employee is to be the concern of 

norms of task delegation.  

 But if practical identities are co-constitutive with norms, and norms are co-constitutive with 

identities of concern, then practical identities and identities of concern are co-constitutive. Indeed, all three of 

these—practical identities, norms, and identities of concern—are different images of the same face. 

All three are grasped insofar as we grasp what it is to be a norm of task delegation; all three are grasped 

insofar as we grasp what it is to be an employer; all three are grasped insofar as we grasp what it is to 

be an employee.  

 The idea that norms and identities of concern are co-constitutive should not sound new, even 

if the concept of "identities of concern" is. The ethics literature is chock full of examples in which 

philosophers aim to determine how one ought to treat another by figuring out whom is the concern of 

the norms in question. In the abortion ethics literature, for instance, philosophers have long been 

concerned with determining whether a fetus is a person, a "potential" person, a child, a heap of cells, 

or something else entirely. This is in part because how we ought to treat a fetus depends both on who 

we are (mothers, fathers, doctors, etc.) and who the fetus is. That is, if we cannot initially make out 

what the operant norms are in a given situation, we can determine what they are if we can determine 

both the practical identity and the identity of concern for those norms. This is, once again, because 

norms are co-constitutive with practical identities and identities of concern. To ask whether my fetus 

is my child (or even my "potential" child) is, at the same time, to ask whether I am a mother (or an 

expectant mother), and these identities constitute the norms that guide me in how to comport myself 

with respect to that fetus.  
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 Despite what I have so far said, it can be tempting to suppose that the structure I am 

identifying is not that of a practical identity normatively related to an identity of concern, but a practical 

identity normatively related to another practical identity. When I say employers are obligated to delegate 

tasks to employees, it is tempting to suppose that "employees" are simply those who are accountable 

to norms of task completion—i.e., that employee is a practical identity, and not an "identity of concern." 

Kantian constructivists make much out of the idea that we are constrained in how we treat other 

practical agents because they are practical agents. In other words, we are obligated to treat one another 

with respect because of the practical identity that others possess.  

  But note, first, that there are normative relationships that cannot hold up to this model of 

normatively related practical identities. Look no further than the norms that guide us in our 

interactions with babies. Babies are not yet capable of being loci of accountability for norms. And yet, 

we are accountable for how we interact with babies—there are certain things we ought to do (feed 

them, care for them, etc.) and some things we shouldn't do to them (cause them pain or trauma, etc.). 

Another way to put this is: babies are the concern of our norms, and yet they are not accountable to norms 

themselves; they have identities of concern despite the fact that they are not capable yet of having 

practical identities. Another example is pets, who will never be fully accountable to norms, and yet who 

are undoubtedly the concern of norms. What it is to be a pet is, in some sense, to be the concern of 

norms of care and companionship—norms that bind pet owners, even if a pet cannot be bound by 

norms that concern a pet owner.  

 Now we can look back at the example of employers and employees. Although employees are 

undoubtedly loci of accountability for norms of task completion, they are nevertheless the concern of 

norms of task delegation. When I say that they have an identity of concern, then, I mean not to identify 

them in their capacity as loci of accountability, but in their capacity as loci of concern for norms of 

task delegation.  
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 One reason we might be tempted to mistake identities of concern for practical identities is 

thus because the two are not always separable. We don't usually think, for instance, that one can be a 

student (practical identity) but not a student (identity of concern). It's a package deal, we might say. If 

one is a student, then one is both a locus of accountability for certain academic norms and a locus of 

concern for teaching norms. If we are primed to make sense of ourselves primarily in terms of our 

practical identities, then when I say teachers are obligated to teach students, and we know that student 

is a practical identity, then we can mistakenly suppose that it is the practical identity itself that is the 

concern of teaching norms. 

 In many relationships, certain practical identities and identities of concern are inextricably tied 

to one another (like student and student) because those identities are the thread that weaves a social 

practice together. In order for the social practice of teaching to function, for instance, a teacher must 

give the student assignments, and the student must complete those assignments. Thus, a teacher must 

be accountable for assigning the student work, and the student must be accountable for doing the 

work. The same human being (the student) is thus the locus of concern for a norm (assignment) and 

the locus of accountability for a norm (completion). Assignment and completion together form a 

social practice (which is, of course, just a part of a much larger social practice), and the practical identity 

of student and the identity of concern of student must come as a package for it to function as it does.  

 One may be tempted here to object that practical identities and identities of concern can always 

come apart because one can always reject a practical identity. For instance, suppose that Sallie is my 

child (identity of concern), and yet during a rebellious teen phase, Sallie rejects her identity as my child 

(practical identity). In this case, although I am still accountable to norms of care and protection, Sallie 

is no longer accountable to norms like the obligation to follow my orders and to treat me with a special 

sort of respect.53 Nevertheless, recall that the constructivist is concerned with the perspective of those 

 
53 Thanks to Mark Murphy for this objection. 
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living through practical crises (i.e., their normative perspective), and so we must make sense of how a 

case like this will show up to the persons involved in the case. Sallie does not conceive of herself as 

having an identity of concern of child, because she has rejected the identity altogether. If Sallie truly 

does not make sense of herself as my child, from her point of view she is neither my child (practical 

identity) nor my child (identity of concern). From my point of view, Sallie is my child no matter what 

phase she is going through. I am still her parent, and so I am still accountable to norms of care and 

protection whether she wants me to be or not. Moreover, from my perspective, she incorrectly believes 

that she is not accountable to norms of a special sort of respect for me (as many teens do). She is thus, 

from my perspective, both my child (practical identity) and my child (identity of concern). Therefore, 

from either perspective, either identity of child, practical or concern, is inextricably tied to the other. 

We are simply at odds over whether Sallie has both of these identities or neither of them.  

 Our practical identities and our identities of concern thus are often dependent upon one 

another. In a sense, if I am a student, I am the proper locus of concern of teaching norms because I am 

the proper locus of accountability for academic norms, and vice versa. Indeed, I can only be 

accountable for taking an exam if I am the one to whom the teacher ought to assign it, and I can only 

be the one to whom the teacher ought to assign the exam if I am accountable for taking it.  

 In these cases in which practical identities and identities of concern are inextricably tied 

together, it is perhaps more productive to think of these identities as forming what we might call social 

identities––dual facing identities that include both loci of accountability and concern. A social identity, 

in this sense, is not so different from some philosophers' notion of a social role––according to which 

a person occupies a particular node within a social-normative matrix.54 Indeed, as I mentioned in the 

previous section, Christine Korsgaard (2009) means for her practical identities to include what we 

 
54 Note that this is a different conception of a "social role" than the one I considered in chapter 3. There, I was 
concerned with patterns of interpersonal attitudes and behavioral dispositions, whereas here I am interested in 
the node within a social-normative matrix, as I point out above. 
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normally think of as social roles (including woman, man, lover, friend, citizen, feminist, 

environmentalist, and so on (20)). All I have added to her account is the observation that the social 

identities (or roles) that Korsgaard holds up as paradigm cases of practical identity (family roles, 

professions, etc.) determine not only how you are to comport yourself but how others are to comport 

themselves with respect to you. 

 With this minor addendum to the constructivist's account of co-constitution, it is a short step 

to see that social identities themselves can co-constitute one another.55 If my practical identity constitutes 

your identity of concern, and if my identity of concern constitutes your practical identity, then my 

social identity constitutes your social identity. If your identities likewise constitute mine, then your 

social identity constitutes my social identity. If our social identities constitute one another, then our 

social identities are co-constitutive. What it is to have my social identity is to be normatively related in 

these ways to your social identity, and vice versa. An example may help illustrate the point. Take a 

relatively simple relationship that we usually understand as one that is reciprocal. Sales associates are 

accountable for norms concerning customers, and customers are accountable for norms concerning 

sales associates. If this is right, then the social identity of sales associate is only intelligible insofar as it 

is normatively related to the identity of customer, and vice versa. The sales associate's practical identity 

is co-constitutive with the customer's identity of concern, and the customer's practical identity is co-

constitutive with the sales associate's identity of concern. As a rough approximation, to be a sales 

associate in this sense just is to be normatively related to customers in these ways, and vice versa. 

 This idea that we possess social identities that co-constitute one another is not all that radical 

of a view. In fact, many philosophers and non-philosophers alike already understand the roles we 

 
55 I won't speculate here as to which social identities co-constitute one another or whether all social identities 
are co-constitutive with some other social identities. The fact that social identities can co-constitute one another, 
together with the many examples of social identities I think do co-constitute one another is enough to make the 
argument I want to make. 
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occupy in terms of norms of interpersonal engagement. As I mentioned above, ethicists are often 

working from both ends, as it were, divining the relevant norms in an interpersonal situation by 

looking to the social identities or roles on either side of the norms—whether by understanding 

abortion ethics by looking to the roles of mother and child, understanding the ethics of revolution by 

looking to the roles of the sovereign and the citizen, or understanding business ethics by looking to 

the roles that different individuals play both within a corporate entity and in the interplay between 

members of this entity and various members of the public.  

 Philosophers outside of ethics work with something similar to the social identities I have put 

forward here, as well. Social ontologists, for instance, have their own idiosyncratic definitions of terms 

like "identity," "role," etc., but even here we find that one common belief is that genders, for instance, 

are normatively related to one another—men are held accountable to norms concerning how to treat 

women, women are held accountable to norms concerning how to treat men, and that part of what it is 

to be a man is to be normatively related to women (and other men) in certain ways, and vice versa. 

Sally Haslanger (2000), for instance, tethers her own definitions of 'woman' and 'man' to certain 

normative, hierarchical relations, such that were we to rid ourselves of the interpersonal norms 

structuring the hierarchy between men and women, we would rid ourselves of gender at the same 

time.56 Whether these normative relations are all there is to gender, or whether there are other lenses 

through which we can view gender, is beside the point. All I am highlighting here is that philosophers 

in various fields recognize that there is something like a social identity or a social role that is normatively 

structured with respect to other social identities or roles.  

 But now we see a key issue. If what I have said about norms and social identities is right, then 

my self-legislation would not have to construct only my practical identity, but another's identity of 

concern, too. Norms are co-constitutive with both practical identities and identities of concern, and so 

 
56 See also Haslanger's (2012) extensive discussion of gender norms and gender roles (p.50ff). 
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if legislation of a norm constructs one, it constructs the other. For instance, if I construct the norms 

of tenancy, I construct my practical identity as a tenant and another's identity of concern as a landlord. 

I thus have already done something the Kantian constructivist says we do not do: I have constructed 

another's identity. (Consider an analogy. When I construct several objects in relation to one another, 

if those objects in that relation constitute another object, I construct that object, too. If I construct a 

seat with legs and a back, I have constructed a chair. Why? Because a seat with legs and a back constitutes 

a chair.) 

 At this stage in the argument, the Kantian constructivist might note that there is no deep 

problem yet, because constructing another's identity of concern is not the same thing as constructing 

another's practical identity. If I construct your identity of concern, I do not legislate what you ought 

to do, only what I ought to do in relation to you. Therefore, although it may be a concession to agree 

with the argument at this point that self-legislation involves a kind of construction of another's 

identity, it does not touch the heart of the Kantian constructivist view. Each individual still self-

legislates the norms that bind them, which is exactly what the first Kantian constructivist thesis states. 

 As I argued in the previous section, however, one's identity of concern is sometimes 

inextricably tied to one's practical identity; they are package deals.57 There is no clear sense in which 

one can be a landlord (identity of concern) but not a landlord (practical identity).58 To be a landlord is 

 
57 Once again, I won't speculate as to which identities of concern are inextricably tied to practical identities and 
which are not. I take it that there are many that are, and I provide a number of examples in this chapter. I would 
speculate at least that most interpersonal norms attach to identities that are a package deal, but a few 
counterexamples will not damage the argument here. So long as teacher, student, woman, man, firefighter, 
banker, friend, lover, governor, employee, and so on and so forth are all social in this sense, the argument will 
do its damage. 
58 Note that the form of sociality I am picking out here is not endemic to our more particular social identities 
like general, tenant, teacher, firefighter, woman, etc. It is manifested in basic Kantian constructivism's notion 
of agency, too. Whether we call agency an "identity" or not, to be an agent is in part to be accountable to norms 
that concern other agents. Our agency is therefore dual facing, just like the social identities I have been discussing 
in this section—a locus of accountability and concern. Indeed, Kantian constructivists even make a point of 
highlighting that we are morally constrained concerning how we are to comport ourselves with respect to others 
because those others are also self-legislating agents. That is, others are loci of concern for the norms for which we are 
accountable because they are loci of accountability to the same norms (compare: a student is the locus of 
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to be both of these things at once. If you are the appropriate concern for norms of repair requests, 

then you are the appropriate locus of accountability for responding to repair requests. The modern 

social practice of housing rentals is woven together in part by this dual facing identity. Without the 

practical identity of landlord, this social practice could not function as the particular social practice 

that it is, and so one could not, in practice, possess the identity of concern of landlord without also 

possessing the practical identity of landlord, too.59  

 This co-dependency between a practical identity and an identity of concern (in cases of social, 

interpersonal identities) restricts the possibilities for how we might conceive of the successful 

construction of identities. Suppose I attempt to self-legislate some set of interpersonal norms, thereby 

constructing my practical identity and your identity of concern. If our identities are social, I can only 

construct your identity of concern if somehow your practical identity is constructed, too; and I can only 

construct my practical identity if somehow my identity of concern is constructed, too. Somehow, even 

though you can't have the practical identity before I construct your identity of concern (because you 

can't have one without the other), you must have it once I do construct your identity of concern (again, 

because you can't have one without the other). As far as I can tell, there are only two ways this 

balancing act can succeed. Your practical identity must be constructed as I am constructing your 

identity of concern. Either I construct it, or you do. Allow me to consider both of these possibilities 

in turn.  

 
concern for the norms of assigning homework because they are a locus of accountability for the norms of doing 
homework). One cannot be an agent (a locus of concern for the norms of agency) without being an agent (a 
locus of accountability for the norms of agency), and vice versa. Thus our agency is socially related to others' 
agency. For the sake of simplicity, I will continue the argument using the concepts of practical identity and 
identity of concern. 
59 Note my contention that it cannot function as the particular social practice that it is. Surely, someone could 
be accountable for responding to requests who is different from the one who renters ought to give their 
requests. (There could be a more complex structure according to which requests are given to person A who 
gives them to person B, who then responds). The point is only that occupying the specific social identity within 
a normatively governed social practice often means having a social identity that cannot be pried apart unless 
the social practice itself is altered, and thus the identities in question are altered. 
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 First, self-legislation may succeed in interpersonal contexts if my construction of your identity 

of concern indirectly constructs your practical identity, too (and thereby my identity of concern). For 

example, if I self-legislate norms of mentorship, I directly construct my practical identity of mentor 

and your identity of concern of mentee. That much I have said already. But if you can't be a mentee 

(identity of concern) without being a mentee (practical identity), then perhaps my successful 

construction of your identity of concern ends up indirectly constructing your practical identity of 

mentee, too. In legislating the norms that bind me, I legislate the norms that bind you, too. 

 This theory of how self-legislation may succeed in constructing our social identities is 

incoherent because ultimately it says that self-legislation is other-legislation. The constructivist's first 

thesis, that each individual self-legislates the norms that bind them, is not compatible with the idea 

that self-legislation legislates for another, because that other is now bound by norms they did not 

legislate. Even more problematic, this view entertains the possibility that we may possess identities we 

normally take to be incompatible—e.g., if you construct me as a woman and I construct myself as a 

man, then I may in some situations be accountable for behaving in two incompatible ways at once.  

 To make matters worse for this view, consider the plausible assumption that seemingly 

"reciprocal" social identities like teacher and student are not isolated from the many other identities 

in our society. In other words, we might think that the simple picture I offered in the previous section 

is, indeed, too simple, because identities like teacher and student may not wholly co-constitute one 

another; teachers are accountable to norms that concern those with identities other than student, and 

students are accountable to norms that concern those with identities other than teacher. Teachers, for 

example, are accountable for how they interact with administrators and parents. They are accountable 

for interacting differently with students with differing social identities (allowing athletes to miss classes, 

encouraging introverts to speak more, discouraging extroverts from dominating the conversation, 
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etc.). Thus, it may be more accurate to understand identities like teacher as nodes within a greater 

matrix of normatively situated and related social identities.  

 To understand our social identities in this way is to suppose that, if my self-legislation is other-

legislation, then to construct myself as a teacher is thus not only to construct you as a student, but to 

construct the identities of those who are normatively related to me as a teacher, as well (administrators, 

parents, student athletes, etc.). And, because administrators and parents and student athletes are 

normatively related to yet another set of identities, to construct myself as teacher is to construct these 

identities, too. In other words, this view would suggest that to construct myself as a teacher is at the 

same time to construct the vast network of identities that must be there in order for me to be a teacher. 

This identity depends upon countless others, just as those countless others depend in part upon my 

identity of teacher. This only compounds the incoherence of the theory of self-legislation under 

consideration, because other-legislation ends up being nearly everyone construction. I may as well be 

God, legislating for all before they have a chance to self-legislate. Thus, we ought to reject this view.  

 The second theory of how self-legislation might succeed in constructing social identities is not 

incoherent, but it entails a deeply unintuitive picture of how certain identities may be constructed. 

This view rejects the previous theory's assumption that by self-legislating, one can "indirectly" 

construct another's practical identity. Even if it is the case that one can only have a particular identity 

of concern if one has the corresponding practical identity, the proponent of this view may think this 

does not entail that by constructing the one, I thereby construct the other. Indeed, if my self-legislation 

can only succeed if your practical identity and my identity of concern are also constructed, there is a 

simple solution: we must simultaneously self-legislate reciprocal norms, constructing our own practical 

identities and one another's identities of concern. 

 The most plausible examples of this sort of simultaneous, dialogical self-legislation are 

undoubtedly the construction of simple, reciprocal social identities like friend, partner, dancing 
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partner, tennis opponent, etc. We typically possess these identities only when both parties are willing 

to participate in a relationship with one another. If I consider you a friend, but you do not consider 

me a friend, we might think this means that we are simply not friends. We must both be committed to 

one another in order for the relationship to exist. I cannot just will myself to be your friend. I need 

your participation. To put this in my more technical terms, although I attempt to self-legislate the norms 

of friendship, thereby constructing myself as your friend, this view says that I can only succeed in this 

construction if you also self-legislate the norms of friendship, thereby constructing yourself as my 

friend. Although we both construct one identity of our own (our practical identities of friend) and one 

identity of one another's (our identities of concern of friend), we do not construct the whole of another's 

social identity, which is composed of both practical identity and identity of concern, and we certainly 

do not, as the first view supposes, legislate what the other ought to do. Thus, self-legislation is not 

incoherent, and we can hold on to a certain sort of Kantian constructivism.  

 The problem for this view is that, from the perspective of those who are parties to a practical 

crisis, many of our social identities will not seem to work this way, and so, as a general theory 

concerning the construction of identity, it yields unintuitive results. Many of our social identities we 

take to be diffuse, in the sense that they are co-constitutive with norms governing our interactions 

with many individuals, and yet none of these individuals in particular is necessary for one's possession 

of the social identity in question. Take gender, for instance. Whether justly or not, individuals with 

different genders are held to different norms concerning their engagement with others. However, my 

being a man is not usually understood according to my dialogical self-legislative relationship with one 

other individual. Whatever my gender depends on, it is more diffuse than this.  

 In certain situations, dialogical self-legislation gives wildly unintuitive results concerning the 

construction of diffuse social identities. Once again, consider the case of a gendered social identity. 

Suppose I live in a society in which every other individual takes me to be a man. I, however, take 
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myself to be a woman. In this case, I attempt only to self-legislate the norms that are co-constitutive 

with the practical identity of woman. I solve the normative question of what I should do with the 

conclusion that I should act like a woman, dress like a woman, engage with others as a woman does, 

and so on. Every other individual in the society attempts only to self-legislate the norms that are co-

constitutive with the identity of concern of man. They treat me in the way one ought to treat a man, 

barring me from the women's bathroom and from women's sports, etc. According to the present 

theory of the structure of our normative perspective, who am I? As it turns out, I am no one—at least, 

I have no gendered social identity at all. If we only succeed in constructing a social identity in instances 

of dialogical self-legislation, then the norms we self-legislate must line up with one another in order 

to succeed. But I attempt to self-legislate norms that are co-constitutive with the practical identity of 

woman, while others attempt to self-legislate norms that are co-constitutive with the identity of 

concern of man. I cannot have the practical identity of woman unless I have the identity of concern 

of woman, so I am not a woman. I cannot have the identity of concern of man without the practical 

identity of man, so I am not a man.  

 This result is deeply unintuitive. Among those who believe gender norms are constructed, 

some believe that they are subjectively constructed (e.g., consider the push to recognize others with their 

preferred pronouns, to accept an individual at their word when they tell you their gender, etc.), while 

some believe that they are "socially" constructed in some way (a view that is widely discussed within 

the social ontology literature).60 As far as I am aware, however, no one has put forward a view 

according to which they are specifically dialogically constructed, where I could fail to have a gender 

because my own self-conception is out of step with the conception of society. Most would think in 

this particular case, in which no one believes I have no gender, what's at stake between me and my 

community is whether I am a man or a woman, not whether I am a man, a woman, or without gender.  

 
60 See Haslanger (2012), Asta (2015) for theories on the social construction of gender norms. 
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 The dialogical self-legislation view yields similarly unintuitive results when it comes to race. 

However else we conceive of race, most agree that, in our society, we are held to different norms of 

engagement with others depending on our race, and so we can suppose that to have a race in our 

society involves possessing a corresponding social identity. The view of dialogical self-legislation will 

say, as it did in the case of gender, that an individual can fail to have a racial social identity when 

attempts at dialogical self-legislation fail. So for instance, if an individual raised in a white family with 

white ancestors and a white culture rejects the norms co-constitutive with a white practical identity, and 

instead attempts to self-legislate the norms co-constitutive with a black practical identity, we wind up 

in the same situation as above so long as every other individual in her community self-legislates the 

norms that are co-constitutive with a white identity of concern when engaging with her. She attempts 

to construct a black practical identity; others attempt to construct for her a white identity of concern, 

and so both attempts fail. She has no racial social identity.61  

 Note that the issue at hand is different from the one often leveled against Kantian 

constructivism. Some balk at the idea that an individual could construct their own identity however 

they want it—can you really choose your race? But if my account of social identities is right, and if the most 

plausible means of holding on to self-legislation is to suppose that self-legislation succeeds only when 

we enter into dialogical relationships of self-legislation, then the issue is not whether I can choose my 

race or not. The issue is whether my social identities all follow the model of friendship, in which 

successful construction depends on the dialogical participation of another. Some identities, however 

they work, do not seem to work in this way.  

 I could go on with the unintuitive nature of this account. Suppose I see myself as a woman 

while all others see me as a man. Now suppose I get one person to self-legislate the norms co-

constitutive with my having an identity of concern of woman. In this moment, we together construct 

 
61 See news reports and think pieces on Rachel Dolezal for something resembling this case. 
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my identity of woman. Once this person leaves, or once they change their mind, the present theory 

could commit us either to the one instance of dialogical construction permanently constructing me as 

a woman (which seems too cheap for the theory, as my explorations with gender in my youth therefore 

might construct me as several different genders that persist over time), or to the view that I became a 

woman and then ceased to be one over the course of some short period of time (which is another 

theory that seems out of step both with lay understanding and the social ontology literature).  

Alternatively, we could suppose that one needs something like a majority of interactions to include 

this dialogical self-legislation in order to successfully construct an identity (or 60%, or 70%, or…?), 

but any line that we end up drawing will be arbitrary. 

 As I argued above, things get even messier when we take into consideration that social 

identities are often situated within a more complex matrix of normatively intertwined identities. If this 

is right, then "dialogical" self-legislation will often not be sufficient; construction will often require 

many different individuals' cooperation in self-legislation. For instance, if I am the mayor of a town, 

many different groups of individuals with many different practical identities will be accountable to 

many different norms concerning how to comport themselves with respect to me. Thus, my identity 

of concern as mayor is not truly co-constitutive with just one of these practical identities, but with all of 

them. Thus, one dialogical self-legislation with the vice mayor, say, will not suffice to construct my 

identity of concern, and so it will not suffice to construct my social identity as a mayor. Add to this the 

fact that the vice mayor has different normative relations to many different groups with many different 

practical identities, and she can only construct herself as a vice mayor with the participation of those 

groups, and that means that my own self-legislation as mayor relies on her separate dialogical self-

legislative activities, because I can only self-legislate as mayor if she, as vice mayor, cooperates in a 

dialogical self-legislation with me. With this complex of a structure, how does successful construction 

work? Does everything need to go just right for anyone to have any identity at all, because one node 
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missing from the vast structure takes the whole thing offline?  Or does it just have to go mostly right? 

It seems difficult for me to know if I am a mayor, when one's identity depends on so many dialogical 

constructive activities to which one is not privy. And nor is this really the best explanation of how we 

would know—i.e., by observing empirically whether the important players have played along. 

 In conclusion, if social identities are a package deal—if we can't have a socially situated 

practical identity without a socially situated identity of concern—then self-legislation becomes either 

incoherent or deeply unintuitive. This conclusion does not entail that no account of self-legislation 

can work, however. Although I do believe that no account will work, as I believe that legislation is a 

paradigmatically normative activity, and so could not be the originator of normativity, I have not offered 

here any argument that would take self-legislation off the table entirely. That said, I want to note two 

things at this point. First, even if one disagrees with my objections to the second account above (i.e., 

even if one believes self-legislation can be made to work as long as we conceive of it as dialogical self-

legislation), this is still far from the standard Kantian constructivist interpretation of self-legislation. 

In other words, if one agrees with my account of social identities, any view of self-legislation will be 

far more social than both the basic Kantian constructivist view and the view of practical identities I 

detailed in §3, and I take this as a step in the right direction and a win for my overall argument in this 

chapter.62 Second, although I have not given a knock-down argument that self-legislation is entirely 

incoherent, I turn in the next section to envision the building blocks of a social view that rejects self-

legislation (and thus rejects Kantian constructivism) while holding on to social insights that Kantian 

 
62 The closest view to the dialogical self-legislation view here is likely something like Bagnoli's dialogical 
conception of respect. As I said in §3, Bagnoli believes we can only self-legislate when we mutually recognize 
one another as self-legislators. The present view adds to this that self-legislation itself, and not only social 
recognition, is a social activity, in the sense that self-legislation constructs another's identity of concern. Bagnoli 
also only presents her view as one that makes sense of agency, while the present view is one that attempts to 
make sense of dialogical construction of our more particular, socially situated identities. Unlike Bagnoli's view, 
this one also says that our interpersonally situated identities are social, in the sense that our identities of concern 
and our practical identities are inextricably tied together in virtue of their function as the thread that weaves 
together a social practice. 
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constructivists have put forward (i.e., social recognition and my social version of socially situated 

identities). I take it the sketch of a view I put forward there is far more intuitive than the one I have 

discussed above. My argument in this chapter may succeed or fail in part to the extent that I offer in 

the next section a plausible vision of how a view that rejects self-legislation (and thus rejects Kantian 

constructivism), and yet one that engages productively in the same project as Kantian constructivists—

i.e., the project of making sense of our practical crises and their solution by looking to the structure 

of our normative perspective.  

 

5. Practical Crises and Sociality 

 Rejecting self-legislation (and thereby rejecting Kantian constructivism) should not mean that 

we have to reject the overarching project—i.e., the investment in understanding the structural features 

of our normative perspective in order to better understand our practical crises and how we might 

solve them. Nor does it mean we can't look to Kantian constructivists for insights concerning the 

social nature of these features. Indeed, in this section, I offer reasons for why we should salvage two 

theories from what I have covered so far in this chapter—social recognition and co-constitutive social 

identities—even as we discard the theory of self-legislation. In particular, I want to show how these 

theories can fit into the project I just referenced and how we can situate them with respect to one 

another.  

 Recall that Kantian constructivism is meant to be the resolution to an intractable practical 

crisis by means of understanding the structure of the perspective from which we make sense of this 

crisis and its solution—i.e., our normative perspective. If self-legislation fails, it thus fails as a thesis 

concerning what we understand ourselves as doing from a normative perspective when solving our 

practical crises. It fails in part because the account of social identities I put forward in §4 is also a theory 

concerning how we make sense of things from a normative perspective. My claim in that section was 
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that interpersonal norms really do show up to us as structurally connected to practical identities and 

identities of concern, such that when I make sense of how I ought to treat another person, I necessarily 

grasp that norm in its relation to me (as accountable to it) and another (as the concern of it)—and that 

this simple structure, when worked out, leads to the idea that understanding things normatively is 

really to make sense of a multitude of normatively interrelated identities—a normative landscape, as it 

were. This claim concerning how we make sense of things from a normative perspective renders 

implausible the claim that we make sense of ourselves as self-legislators of the norms that bind us.  

 Although this tells in favor of rejecting the theory of self-legislation and thus rejecting Kantian 

constructivism, our practical crises are still real; we still find ourselves in intractable crises in which we 

cannot make sense of what we ought to do. Indeed, the constructivist's own crisis, in which the 

modern scientific perspective on the world has robbed the natural world of normativity, such that we 

find ourselves disoriented with respect to what could make it the case that anything is right or wrong, 

is very real (I myself have been stuck in this crisis). There are also other, less philosophical, but equally 

intractable practical crises. Depression, for example, can manifest itself as state in which, from the 

perspective of the one who is depressed, there is no reason to do any particular thing; nothing holds 

value or attraction, and nothing seems called for.  

 If these crises are real, then giving up on Kantian constructivism may not warrant giving up 

on the project of understanding the structural features of our normative perspective. Understanding 

how we make sense of our crisis and how we make sense of its solution may be instrumental in 

understanding how we might go on again (or at least in identifying those ways that hold no promise 

in this regard). Just by reflecting on the sociality that is fundamental to our understanding of norms 

and identities (i.e., co-constitution of social identities), we find that we likely will not succeed in going 

on again simply by "legislating" what we ought to do. It is thus worth exploring whether Kantian 
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constructivists offer any insights that we should not reject—insights that clue us in to the social nature 

of our crises and their solution.  

 There are two theories I find worth carrying over, although I find that they are best understood 

in tandem. I am speaking of the theory of social identities I put forward in §4 and the theory of social 

recognition put forward by Moland, Bagnoli, and Korsgaard that I quickly sketched in §2 (although 

revision may be warranted). Allow me first to offer a characterization of how we might understand 

these two theories when situated together and as theories of how we understand a practical crisis from 

a normative perspective, before turning to some reasons why these specific theories are the ones that 

should be salvaged from Kantian constructivism.  

 Moland, Bagnoli, and Korsgaard understand recognition as a fully normative activity. As 

Bagnoli (2007) puts it, the sort of recognition she is interested in (what she calls, "respect") involves 

"holding each other accountable" (116). In other words, recognition of another's agency involves 

holding that person accountable to the norms of agency, or treating them as someone who is so 

accountable. To respect another person, to use Bagnoli's term, is to treat them in the way that an agent 

ought to treat another agent. 

 One intuitive way to understand social recognition along these lines, even if agency is social 

or we are dealing with recognition of social identities, is thus as an embodied, practical activity in 

which one treats another as they ought. To recognize someone as my student is to treat them in the 

way that a teacher ought to treat a student––to assign them homework, to instruct them, to grade 

them, etc. To recognize someone as my child is to treat them in the way that a parent ought to treat 

their child––to show them care and compassion, to teach them how to live in the world, etc. Indeed, 

this way of understanding recognition seems to offer some understanding of what is going on in mis-

recognition. When I mis-recognize you, I fail to treat you in the way that I ought, instead treating you 

how I ought to treat someone with a different social identity. If you are non-binary and I use feminine 
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pronouns to describe you, I treat you as I ought to treat a woman, and I am thus mis-recognizing you. 

If you are a stranger and I am waving furiously and saying, "It's been so long!" I am treating you as I 

ought to treat an old friend, and I am thus mis-recognizing you.  

 If the proposal is to bring together this view of social recognition with the account of co-

constitutive social identities, then recognition is more than just treating another person as one ought, 

however. If social identities co-constitute one another in a more complex and sprawling structure of 

identities, then to recognize another as my student is to recognize myself as a teacher and to recognize 

others as administrators, parents, etc. This recognitive activity is also recurring; I must recognize you 

as my student day in and day out, in the many interactions we have over time. Thus, recognition is 

likely not best characterized as something merely dialogical and synchronic, but complex and 

diachronic. Recognition is not something that happens fully within discrete interactions, but is rather 

ongoing and spread throughout one's interactions with others. If I treat you as I ought to treat an old 

friend (and you are my old friend), we still might suggest that I don't really recognize you if it turns out 

I treat everyone like I ought to treat an old friend. We might say I don't really know what it is to be a 

friend, what the different norms are in different relationships. As B. Scott Rousse (2013), a social 

constitutivist in the Heideggerian tradition, puts it, we engage with one another within a "space of 

normativity," which he characterizes as the "normatively structured inter-relationships among the ... 

identities of people" (433). Recognition is not piecemeal; it is holistic. We must understand many, 

normatively structured inter-relationships if we are to recognize one another. 

 The question remains whether holding on to these notions of social recognition and social 

identities is helpful for the project I mentioned above. Do these theories somehow better equip us to 

navigate practical crises? At first blush, it may seem that they do not. After all, Kantian constructivism's 

thesis of self-legislation was meant to offer us useful practical guidance in the face of deep, intractable 

practical crises. If I am disoriented with respect to what could make it the case that anything in 
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particular is the right thing to do, Kantian constructivism tells me that I am the source of authority, 

and so I can make it the case that something is right and something is wrong. If instead we say that going 

on again is a matter of recognizing what it is we ought to do, where recognition is a matter of treating 

others as we ought to treat them, then this may seem far from helpful to the one who can't make sense 

of what it is they ought to do in the first place. (Oh, you don't know what you ought to do? Just 

recognize what you ought to do. There you go.) 

 There are two, interconnected reasons for why we ought nevertheless to think that the theories 

of social recognition and social identities are indeed productive means of understanding our practical 

crises. First, even if they don't, in the end, offer concrete practical guidance to the one in crisis, they 

do help to sort out whether other theories may provide this sort of guidance. As I have argued, if my 

account of social identities is right, then self-legislation does not provide the practical guidance that 

Kantian constructivists claim it does because it is implausible. Better not to be misled by a fairytale in 

serious matters such as these.  

 Second, these theories show us something about what is going wrong when we do find 

ourselves in practical crises, and this understanding, if not a direct form of practical guidance, can be 

instrumental in determining how to go on. (Compare: identifying the exact symptoms one is 

experiencing may be instrumental, if not directly so, in understanding how to go on in a medical crisis; 

it orients us toward the most likely diagnoses and the most appropriate solutions). Our incapacity in 

the midst of a practical crisis is an incapacity to recognize the normative landscape—to recognize who 

we are, who others are, and what we ought to do. This is the symptom. But we must be willing to 

admit that normative reasoning does not always succeed in securing this recognition (unlike Kantian 

constructivists, who think that normative reasoning, if done properly, will always result in self-

legislation). The incapacity to recognize the normative landscape admits of many possible causes. My 

desire to view the world from a scientific perspective may make it difficult to view it through a 
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normative one––I may see the physical consequences but not the normative ones. I may be depressed, 

and so unable to understand who I am, my normative relations to others, and why I ought to do 

anything in particular. Or I may just not yet be trained up to recognize certain parts of the normative 

landscape (I am starting a new job and I don't yet have an understanding of my social identity or my 

role within the company, how I am to treat others and how others are to treat me). These different 

causes of my incapacity may require different therapies, and it would be unwise to treat them all as 

one. 

 I have suggested in this section that Moland, Bagnoli, and Korsgaard's theory of social 

recognition, together with a socially updated version of Korsgaard's theory of practical identities, are 

worth salvaging and repurposing toward the project in which Kantian constructivists are engaged. I 

have not, on the other hand, written off any other social theories that may be coupled with these 

theories. Social recognition and social identities may be compatible with a number of metaethical 

views. Perhaps one could offer a view according to which there is some sort of representation involved 

in recognition; or perhaps someone could offer a view according to which recognition is 

simultaneously a normative activity and an activity through which we socially construct our social 

identities (i.e., social legislation and not self-legislation). I personally doubt that these accounts are 

warranted in their own right and worth adding, but nothing I have said here constitutes an argument 

against them. There are some social accounts in ethics and in metaethics that are more clearly 

concerned with the structure of a normative perspective and so may fit the project more snugly, 

including theories of holding accountable, of the structure of ethical practices, and so on.63 These may 

be useful toward better understanding the symptoms characteristic of practical crises, and they may 

be useful toward better understanding some of the root causes of these crises. I leave any attempt to 

 
63 See, for instance, Strawson (1975), McNamara (2009), and Lindemann (2014). 
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understand how they might fit alongside a view of social recognition and social identities for another 

time.  
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Chapter 5 

Metaethics is Social 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 I set out in this dissertation to carve out a path for philosophers to build a comprehensive 

social view in metaethics, thereby bringing metaethics into the fold of the social turn in philosophy. I 

have celebrated in chapters 3 and 4 concepts that are seldom discussed within a discipline known for 

its steadfast focus on the grounding of one's obligations, of the nature of one's references and 

representations and expressions. In particular, I have advocated views concerning differential social 

conformist behavior, social identities, and social recognition, while emphasizing that social accounts 

play a crucial role within the methodologies of the views that I have discussed. Social accounts aid us 

in better understanding why we can't do without a normative perspective. Social accounts aid us in 

better understanding our practical crises and how we might cope with them.  

 Some may question why I have spent time in this dissertation critiquing and advocating social 

views that are at home in two different metaethical projects. Which project is more worthwhile? Which 

one is more useful, more fruitful, more illuminating? Which takes up the right perspective for doing 

metaethics? Which will more faithfully align with (or constructively engage with) the social turn in 

philosophy? The assumption implicit in these questions—that metaethics is a zero-sum competition 

for the better view—is evident even in the work of prominent metaethicists. Christine Korsgaard 

(2003), for instance, asserts that expressivism is "true after all," but "in a way that makes it boring," 
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and that expressivism's "error" is in aiming to understand our normative perspective "from the 

outside" (p.122, fn49).  

 In this final chapter, I push back against this assumption, making the case for active 

engagement across metaethical projects. I argue that we will be better equipped to fulfill the goals of 

these projects and to build an emergent understanding of the relation between normativity and our 

sociality if we bring these projects together. As R.J. Wallace (2012) puts it, two projects like expressivism 

and Kantian constructivism may account for different phenomena from different perspectives, but 

while this "makes it difficult to situate them in relation to each other, it also opens the possibility that 

the two theories might be combined" (p.25). The title of this chapter (and this dissertation) thus has 

two meanings: metaethics is social both in the sense that I believe the social accounts I have put 

forward in this dissertation are highly useful, and in the sense that we do metaethics better when we 

constructively engage with those across the boundaries of our projects, rather than concerning 

ourselves solely with competition or with setting aside the work of those we find "boring."  

 The format of this chapter is as follows. In §2, I lay the foundations for my argument, recalling 

and building off of the concept of a metaethical project I developed in chapter 2. Metaethical projects 

begin with disorientation, but this disorientation looks different from project to project. I explore the 

difference between theoretical and practical disorientation, as well as the effect this difference makes 

with regards to our methods of reorientation. In §3, I argue that metaethicists ought to "productively 

compare" their accounts (another concept from chapter 2) with accounts from projects that begin 

with disorientation of a different character. Doing so holds the possibility of corroboration and an 

emergent understanding for both projects. Finally, I argue in §4 that we will build a better social view in 

metaethics if we productively compare specifically social accounts from multiple perspectives. Here, 

I develop the concept of a "bridging statement," which is a statement that makes explicit the norms 

of permissible inferences between claims offered from different perspectives. As an example, I bridge 
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the accounts from chapters 3 and 4, showing how philosophers could join social accounts like 

differential social conformist behavior on the one hand and social identities and social recognition on 

the other. While it is my conjecture that these accounts do offer a path toward an emergent social 

view in metaethics, this is merely an example to illustrate how philosophers might go forward with 

their own productive comparison of social accounts in metaethics.  

 

2.  Disorientation and Reorientation in Metaethics 

 In Philosophical Investigations, Ludwig Wittgenstein (1953) writes, "A philosophical problem has 

the form: 'I don't know my way about'" (§123). Much of the view concerning metaethical projects that 

I developed in chapter 2 is an elaboration upon a certain interpretation of this claim. Metaethical 

projects, I claimed, begin with disorientation. In particular, they begin with disorientation with respect 

to our normative perspective on the world—confusion of some sort or other concerning normative 

perception, normative discussion, or normative action. A metaethical project is thus a project of 

reorientation—of finding one's bearings when it comes to our normative perception, normative 

reasoning, normative action, and so on. In this section, I want to say a little bit more about the most 

common source of disorientation in metaethics, how this disorientation can take different forms for 

different philosophers, and how our methods of reorientation can look different in different 

metaethical projects.  

 Perhaps the single greatest source of disorientation in metaethics is the conceptual upheaval 

that took place during the enlightenment. Christine Korsgaard tells this story as one of the death of 

the teleological conception of nature at the hands of a burgeoning modern scientific conception.64 To 

put it simply, western philosophers in the ancient world understood natural things in terms of their 

form. An individual rabbit, oak tree, or human was understood to be excellent, living well, flourishing, 

 
64 Alasdair MacIntyre (1981) tells a similar story with far more detail. 
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or as it ought to be if it accorded with the form of a rabbit, an oak tree, or a human, respectively. 

Normativity, on this view of the world, is baked into the very idea of what it is to be a natural thing.   

 Over the course of the enlightenment, western philosophers turned their understanding of the 

natural world on its head. Enlightenment philosophers came to understand natural things not in terms 

of their form, but in terms of their matter. An individual rabbit, oak tree, or human was no longer 

understood to be good or bad or living well or poorly. Matter just is. There is nothing that matter ought 

to be. Normativity, on this view of the world, is entirely absent from our idea of what it is to be a 

natural thing. Korsgaard would surely admit that this conception the natural world has been modified, 

transformed, extended, etc. into the complex and sprawling 21st century scientific understanding we 

know today, but she stresses that this enlightenment shift from teleological to material was the rupture 

that permanently stripped our conception of the natural world of normativity.  

 To use the vocabulary I have developed in this dissertation, the story that Korsgaard tells is 

one of evolving perspectives. Recall that by ‘perspective’ I mean, roughly, a way of engaging in and 

with the world, both theoretically and practically. Taking up a perspective is a matter of perception 

(e.g., seeing the world in such and such ways), a matter of the use of language (e.g., speaking about 

certain aspects of the world, with certain vocabularies, discussing various matters with others in certain 

ways), and a matter of action (e.g., performing certain actions in certain ways, alone and with others).  

 The story begins prior to the enlightenment with two perspectives enmeshed with one another. 

The first is our natural historical perspective, from which we see rabbits and oaks and humans, use 

terms like 'lifecycle' and 'species,' and reason about mating and reproduction. The second is our 

normative perspective, from which we see good and bad, use terms like 'right' and 'wrong,' and reason 

about what we ought to do.  

 When these perspectives were more fully intertwined, there were norms of reasoning that took 

one from a claim about the way a thing was (what its attributes were or how it lived its life) and a claim 
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about its form to a claim about whether that thing was living well. From a pre-enlightenment, 

naturalistic perspective, one could look and see good rabbits and defective rabbits, virtuous humans 

and vicious humans, trees that grew as they ought and trees that grew as they ought not, etc.  

 With the advent of the enlightenment, the intimacy of these connections eroded in certain 

contexts. This is not to say that the connections themselves altogether dissolved. We still see natural 

things as doing well or doing badly (e.g., observing that the lilies in the garden are doing poorly), still 

talk about natural things using normative vocabulary (e.g., "What is wrong with that rabbit?"), still 

engage in normative reasoning about the natural (e.g., "If the tree doesn't get as much water as it 

should, it won't grow up to a proper height"), and still act according to the normative in the natural 

(e.g., ridding ecosystems of the non-native species that "ought not" be there). Rather, it is to say that 

certain uses of normative vocabulary came to be considered more strictly impermissible in certain 

contexts, while still permissible in others.65 One paradigmatic example of a context in which many 

uses of normative vocabulary are not permitted is in the context of a physics experiment. We usually 

do not say an electron ought to this or that—it just does it. There is nothing that is good for an atom 

or bad for an atom—an atom just is or is not, is destroyed or it is not. But even in certain everyday 

contexts, we acknowledge the difference between permissibility and impermissibility of the use of 

normative vocabulary when we say things like, "In a loose sense, the tree isn't growing as it should, 

but strictly speaking there is no way that a tree should or shouldn't grow; it just grows."66 This erosion 

 
65 In certain scientific contexts, normative vocabulary is still used frequently. Environmental scientists still speak 
of whether something is good for an organism or bad for it (thanks to Mark Murphy for this example), or good 
for the ecosystem or the earth or bad for it. I do not claim there is a bright line that separates the contexts in 
which the use of normative vocabulary is permissible and impermissible (after all, these things are always in 
flux), but only that the story that Korsgaard tells can be understood according to the evolution and partial 
compartmentalization of perspectives. My claim is decidedly not that our scientific and normative perspectives 
are now wholly distinct, but rather that there are relatively greater restrictions on the use of normative 
vocabulary in scientific contexts. 
66 I recall the advice given to me once by a botanist when I was first learning to identify trees in the southern 
Appalachians: "The first rule of botany is: plants grow where they grow." 
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of the intimacy of the connections between our scientific and normative vocabularies, including the 

contextual compartmentalizing of permissible uses of normative vocabulary, in part resulted from, 

and in part reinforced the rupture between what was to become our evolving scientific and normative 

perspectives.  

 Over time, our evolving scientific perspectives came to hold a privileged place in our 

epistemology, such that an almost overriding epistemic virtue developed according to which we are 

doing well epistemically when we understand the world in a way that is consistent with our best 

scientific understanding. In fact, our scientific perspectives now enjoy such a privileged place in our 

lives—not only for philosophers, but in the everyday lives of ordinary people around the world—that 

many of us, at some point or other, have experienced some degree of disorientation with respect to 

our normative perspective—that perspective from which we see lilies doing poorly, talk about 

defective rabbits, reason about underperforming trees, etc. To be disoriented in this way is in part to 

be at a loss concerning how to understand a perspective that we all take up (our normative perspective) 

that is often seen as subordinate to (and perhaps in conflict with) our scientific perspectives, despite 

the fact that it seems to be woven into the very fabric of what it is to live a human life. 

 The character of the disorientation that results from the enlightenment's upheaval of our 

conception of the natural world looks different for different philosophers. Some find that their 

primary disorientation is theoretical, while others find that it is practical.  Allow me to expand upon 

what I mean by this, using examples from this dissertation. Without using the words 'disorientation' 

or 'metaethical projects,' I characterized both theoretical and practical disorientation in chapters 3 and 

4. 

 In chapter 3, I characterized the expressivist's theoretical disorientation, which manifests in 

the first instance as a concern about whether and how, given the primacy of our scientific perspectives, 

our normative perspective on the world might serve a function for human beings that is not in conflict 



 

 

121 

with our best scientific understanding. Our use of language, and especially our descriptive use of 

language, has seemed to many over the last few centuries to serve the function of representing the 

world.67 This is what we seem to do when we say that leaves are green and diamonds are hard. With 

the primacy of our scientific perspectives, "the world" is a stand-in for the spatiotemporal world that 

we observe and study via scientific methods. But our normative terms do not seem to represent this 

spatiotemporal world. Expressivists thus find themselves disoriented with respect to the use of 

normative vocabulary. Do we describe the world with this vocabulary? If not, then what are we doing 

when we use it?68 

 In chapter 4, I characterized the Kantian constructivist's practical disorientation. These 

philosophers are not at a loss concerning some theoretical understanding of what we are doing when 

we take up a normative perspective; they are at a loss as to what to do, or how to go on. Our modern 

scientific understanding of the world eschews the once commonplace teleological conception of the 

natural world.69 Without a teleological foundation that can ground normativity, it is initially mysterious 

to the constructivist what could authoritatively render her normative judgments and actions right or 

wrong. When we don't know what could make it the case that our judgments or actions are right or 

wrong, we don't know what to do; we don't know how to go on. If I find a wallet on the street and 

cannot understand what would make taking or returning the wallet the right thing to do, I am at a loss 

 
67 Korsgaard (2003) cites early 20th century analytic philosophers as having this view, especially those she calls 
verificationists and their immediate successors (p.104). 
68 Huw Price (2013) illustrates the difficulty in "placing" what we typically understand as normative within the 
non-normative world around us with the use of an analogy of a matching game, wherein we are asked to place 
stickers where they go in a picture. There is a sticker of the Sydney Opera House, and we are to place it on the 
picture where the Sydney Opera House goes, and so on. But what are we to do with the sticker for injustice, or 
the sticker for obligation? 
69 As I mentioned in chapter 4, this specific sort of practical crisis is not necessary to be a Kantian constructivist 
(one could come to a practical crisis in a different way and still embark upon the same project), but it is 
nevertheless common among Kantian constructivists. Indeed, one could believe that there is teleology in nature 
and still come upon certain crises that launch them into a similar project—though if one believes teleology 
exists in nature, one is less likely to affirm the Kantian constructivist thesis of self-legislation, which locates 
authority with the self, not with nature. 
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for what to do with the wallet. If I promised to attend a party and no longer want to go, but cannot 

make sense of what would make it the case that I ought or ought not keep my promise, I am at a loss 

concerning whether to go to the party. Disorientation for the Kantian constructivist amounts to a 

kind of crisis of judgment and action. The constructivist cannot determine what she ought to do and 

so cannot determine herself to go do anything.  

 As I argued in chapter 2, metaethical projects aim to reorient us by offering and defending 

accounts concerning certain aspects of our normative perspective. Which aspects a philosopher aims 

to better understand depends in part upon the specific disorientation driving her project. Typically, 

philosophers will aim to understand the function or the structure of our normative perspective, or both. 

Those that concern the function look at what we are doing when we take up our normative perspective, 

why we take it up, or what taking up this perspective does for us. Those that concern the structure of a 

normative perspective look at the structural features of normative reasoning, normative discourse, or 

how normative perception, normative language, and normative action are all integrated in our lives. 

Once again, I characterized both sorts of accounts in chapters 3 and 4 of this dissertation, and, without 

mentioning projects or perspectives, I aimed to show how expressivists' and constructivists' different 

disorientations determine in part what accounts these philosophers will offer and defend.70 

 In chapter 3, I characterized three expressivist accounts of the function of a normative 

perspective. The project in which expressivists are engaged is a naturalizing project. Its aim is to make 

sense of our normative perspective without running afoul of the naturalistic virtue I described above. 

If this virtue is the source of our disorientation with respect to our normative perspective, then, the 

expressivist says, we ought to reorient ourselves by offering a characterization, from a scientific 

 
70 Although expressivists are disoriented theoretically and offer functional accounts, and Kantian constructivists 
are disoriented practically and offer structural accounts, I see no reason to suppose that practical disorientation 
will always line up with functional explanations, and structural disorientation will always line up with structural 
explanations. My only aim here is to show that expressivists’ specific theoretical disorientation leads to an account 
of function, while Kantian constructivists' specific practical disorientation leads to an account of structure. 
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perspective, of what we are doing when we take up a normative perspective––i.e., what we are doing 

when we see things as normative, use normative vocabulary, engage in normative reasoning, act 

according to norms, etc. As Blackburn (1998) puts it, the task for the expressivist is to place 

normativity "within the disenchanted, [non-normative] order in which we inhabit" (49). 71  If the 

expressivist can make good naturalistic sense of the function that taking up a normative perspective 

serves for creatures like us, they will have "placed" normativity, and they will thus have gained some 

hard-earned theoretical reorientation.  

 In chapter 4, I characterized two Kantian constructivist accounts of the structure of a 

normative perspective. The project in which Kantian constructivists are engaged is geared toward 

offering the one who is caught in a practical crisis some guidance, some practical understanding of 

how to determine her normative judgments and actions, and thus to determine how to go on. Note 

that the expressivist accounts of function do not offer any such guidance. I can know full well from a 

scientific perspective what I am doing when I take up a normative perspective and yet for all that be 

at a complete loss as to whether there is anything that I ought to do. The thesis of self-legislation 

posits a specific feature of the process, as we understand it from a normative perspective, by which 

we solve our practical crises, while the thesis of co-constitution between norms and practical identities 

implies some constraints on our self-legislative activity that the Kantian constructivist believes enables 

us to definitively and non-arbitrarily self-legislate what we ought to do.  

 

 

 

 
71 I am not the first to suggest that expressivism fits within a sort of pragmatist metaethical project. Huw Price 
suggests that, as pragmatists, expressivists aim "to dismiss or demote… metaphysical puzzles in favour of more 
practical questions, about the roles and functions of the matters in question in human life" (Price and 
Macarthur, 2007, p.94). 
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3.  Productive Comparison in Metaethics 

 When another's source of disorientation does not grip us, it is tempting to dismiss that person's 

attempts at reorientation—whether as ill-conceived, pointless, or boring. To be sure, sometimes a 

project is all these things: sometimes we are disorientated due to our own error; and sometimes our 

method of reorientation is all wrong, our accounts unwarranted, or simply false. It is surely prudent 

to ignore a project we know to be steeped in falsity and error. And yet, it is hard to deny that we are 

all guilty, from time to time, of dismissing another's problems out of hand, of rolling our eyes at their 

solutions to issues that we find trivial. Even Christine Korsgaard (2003) claims rather glibly that 

expressivism is true "in a way that makes it boring," all because it takes up an "outside" perspective 

that is not pertinent to the task of resolving the constructivist's disorientation (fn49, p.122).  

 In this section, I make the case for active engagement across metaethical projects. I claimed 

in chapter 2 that philosophers often engage in productive comparison, whereby they line up accounts 

offered from multiple perspectives and purge the normative tension between them, thereby bolstering 

and confirming both accounts. Here, I build on this notion of productive comparison. In particular, I 

delve deeper into the benefits of engaging in productive comparison specifically across projects with 

different sources of disorientation (theoretical/practical) and across those concerned with different 

features of our normative perspective (function/structure). 

 Recall that accounts offered from different perspectives can sometimes be compatible, and 

they can sometimes even be complementary. Two accounts are compatible when offering one does 

not make it impermissible to offer the other.72 Two accounts are complementary when they are not 

only compatible, but they better attain the goal(s) of their respective projects when they are offered 

 
72 Suppose there are two accounts of a medicine, M. One says M functions to increase alertness, while the other 
says M functions to induce sleep. These two accounts normatively preclude one another because offering or 
defending one makes it impermissible to offer or defend the other; thus, they are incompatible. But if one 
account says that M functions to increase alertness, while another says it turns human skin orange, these 
accounts do not normatively preclude one another, and so they are compatible 
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together than when taken separately. For instance, suppose we are engaged in a project to better 

understand the human condition. Now consider the many different accounts of a human being—

from philosophy, biology, anthropology, sociology, physics, and so on. Not only are these accounts 

compatible with one another—we can defend the claim that to be human is to be a particular form of 

self-maintaining biological system and the claim that to be human is to participate in cultural practices 

without having done anything wrong, epistemically or otherwise—these accounts complement one 

another because we gain some greater understanding of what it is to be human when we can reflect 

on accounts from these many different perspectives. 

 Finally, recall that metaethical accounts aim for what I call transformative complementation, as 

opposed to additive complementation. Additive complementation occurs when each account that is 

offered adds some additional understanding, where the total understanding is simply the sum of the 

understandings that each account individually provides us. Transformative complementation occurs 

when the contribution of each account is corroborated (offering certainty) and bolstered (offering an 

emergent understanding) by each other account, such that the understanding given by the accounts 

when taken together is not simply the sum of the understanding provided by each account individually, 

but rather greater than that provided by each account individually. Take the case of cucumbers I 

detailed in chapter 1. We don't believe that cucumbers provide us some particular nutrients solely 

because we have a good nutritional account of their interactions with the human body. Our botanical 

understanding of the soils from which the plant draws nutrients suggests that the plant obtains the 

same nutrients, and so this account gives us more certainty in our nutritional account. In addition, 

when we have both of these accounts, we understand not only that the cucumber interacts with the 

human body in such and such ways, we understand more about why it is able to do so.  

 Transformative complementation has these corroborative and bolstering effects in virtue of 

the normative constraints that accounts can place upon one other. Normative constraints occur when 
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offering or defending one account has a normative upshot for offering or defending the other, and 

vice versa. Suppose we offer several accounts of the function of the use of terms like 'jock,' 'dork,' 

'freak,' etc. Here are two plausible accounts: a) the use of these terms functions to express our 

appreciation or, more often, distaste for certain people; b) the use of these terms functions to in-group 

and out-group people. These two accounts normatively constrain one another. To see this, just take 

the negation of one of the accounts. If the use of these terms does not function to express appreciation 

and distaste, then we might pause to reconsider how the use of them could possibly in-group or out-

group people. After all, the expression of appreciation and distaste is certainly a very powerful method 

by which we might end up in-grouping and out-grouping. Thus, if the negation of (a) is correct, we 

ought to at least reconsider (b). On the other hand, if the use of these terms does not in-group or out-

group people, then we might pause to reconsider how this could be the case if these terms function 

to express appreciation and distaste for people. After all, feelings are often hurt and social 

consequences often result when one expresses one's distaste for another person. Thus if the negation 

of (b) is correct, we ought to at least reconsider (a).  

 If two accounts line up, as it were, such that there is no normative tension between them, then 

we have an added understanding that those accounts taken individually do not provide. This is the 

case with (a) and (b). We don't believe that these terms in-group and out-group only because we have 

a good anthropological account of them. Our best psychological account of the expression of 

appreciation and distaste applies to the use of these terms, and so this account gives us more certainty 

in our anthropological account. In addition, when we have both of these accounts, we understand not 

only that the use of these terms in-groups and out-groups, we understand more about why it is able to 

do so. The two accounts corroborate one another (offering certainty) and bolster one another (offering 

an emergent understanding).  
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 Metaethicists work with the normative tension between accounts of function and structure 

remarkably often. Indeed, it is standard practice for metaethicists to offer two accounts of the function 

of a normative perspective, or two accounts of its structure, or one of each, and to line these accounts 

up against one another. Why? Because if our engaged perspectives have one particular structure, they 

might not be able to serve some set of functions; if they have another particular structure, they might 

not be able to serve some different set of functions. If they serve one function, they might not be able 

to serve another function; if they structured in one way, they might not be able to be structured in 

another way. We can sort out whether and how to revise our metaethical views when we productively 

compare our accounts in this fashion. The view is made stronger when there is no longer any 

normative strain between our accounts—our account of function can help to make sense of why our 

normative perspective would have such a structure, and our account of structure can help to make 

sense of why our normative perspective can serve such a function, and so on.  

 Allow me to offer an example from the metaethics literature to illustrate the point: Michael 

Smith's (1995) attempt to solve "the moral problem." Smith is concerned that a metaethical project 

that offers an account of a representational function of our normative perspective might seem to be 

normatively precluded by our best account of some sort of practical function of that perspective. His 

project is thus an attempt to resolve the normative tension between these two accounts. Success for 

Smith and those that follow depends not only on showing that these accounts of the functions of our 

normative perspective are each plausible on their own, but on offering a plausible argument as to why 

the two functional accounts are compatible with one another. Although either of the accounts Smith 

is working with may simply be false, the attempt to engage in productive comparison at least holds 
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the possibility of strengthening either view, or at the very least pointing out why one account must be 

false.73   

 Productive comparison bears a striking resemblance to two other, cherished views concerning 

methodology in philosophy, both of which focus on comparing commitments in the light of one 

another. John Rawls' reflective equilibrium asks us to line up our specific moral commitments with 

our general moral principles and purge the normative tension between them. Productive comparison 

asks the same with our metaethical commitments, although I am explicitly suggesting that we can do 

this between projects, with accounts offered from different perspectives and thus with different 

vocabularies. This sort of reflection between perspectives is akin to Neurath's boat. When we are at 

sea, we can only replace a plank of our boat by standing on another plank. In other words, critical 

reflection upon one of our commitments, or indeed on one of our perspectives, is sometimes better 

undertaken from the vantage point of another commitment, or another perspective.  

 
73 Consider also the example of a simplified version of the Frege-Geach problem, according to which the 
expressivist’s account of the function of normative vocabulary is mistaken. Dealing with a toy version of 
expressivism's account is adequate enough for our purposes, so suppose that the expressivist claims that the 
function of our normative perspective is to express certain affective mental states, and that each genuine 
utterance of a normative claim will fulfill this function—e.g., an utterance of “murder is wrong” expresses a 
negative affective mental state toward murder no matter when it is uttered or how it is uttered, so long as the 
utterance is genuine. The Frege-Geach problem productively compares the expressivist's account of the 
function of our normative perspective with a very plausible account of the structure of our normative 
perspective––more specifically, an account of the logical structure of our complex normative reasoning. After 
comparison, it claims that the expressivist's account of function does not fit with this account of structure. 
Consider the following normative claims: 1) fibbing is wrong; 2) I am a bad person; and 3) if fibbing is wrong, 
then I am a bad person. The toy expressivist account seems to make sense of one function of uttering (1) and 
(2). I express a negative affective mental state toward fibbing when I utter (1), and I express a negative affective 
mental state toward myself when I utter (2). However, even though (3) seems to contain both (1) and (2), I 
express no negative affective mental state toward fibbing or toward myself when I utter (3). This would not be 
a problem if the expressivist could show that (3) is just not a part of our normative perspective, but our best 
account of the structure of our normative perspective (specifically, the structure of complex normative 
reasoning) suggests that putting two normative claims together into a conditional is very much a part of our 
normative perspective. Thus, the toy expressivist account of the function of our normative perspective fails 
because it does not seem to make sense given our commitments concerning the whole structure that 
perspective. In order for the expressivist to succeed, then, she must give a more complex account of the 
function of our normative perspective that can make sense of the difference between utterances of normative 
claims on their own and utterances of the same claims in embedded contexts. The Frege-Geach problem is 
helpful, then, because its productive comparison forces the expressivist to resolve the issue, thereby developing 
a stronger view that is more likely to fulfill the goal of the expressivist's project—i.e., theoretical reorientation. 
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 Like Rawls and Neurath in regards to reflective equilibrium and epistemic reflection from plank 

to plank, I am arguing here that we ought to engage in productive comparison.74 Indeed, productive 

comparison is worthwhile between projects, even projects that begin with different characters of 

disorientation. If we have reason to believe that Kantian constructivism and expressivism, say, are 

both true (as Korsgaard believes we do), then, rather than merely calling one of them "boring," we 

have reason to line up accounts from both projects and purge the normative tension between them. 

Doing so opens up the possibility of strengthening our accounts, and thus the possibility of coping 

better with both theoretical and practical disorientation. In other words, while I am not suggesting we 

ought to be gripped by the problems that simply do not grip us, I am suggesting that what others 

discover in the midst of their own reorientation may very well help us along our own path.75   

 

4.  Building an Emergent Social View in Metaethics 

 In this section, I want to show how productive comparison might yield an emergent social 

view in metaethics. Up to now, I have offered only abstract reasons to think that productive 

comparison is useful for metaethicists. Here, I want to show off some of the nuts and bolts of how 

productive comparison might work specifically as we attempt to better understand the relations 

between our normative perspective and our sociality. To put it another way, I have spent half of this 

dissertation delving into specific theories posited by expressivists and Kantian constructivists, and I 

have argued along the way that we ought to adopt more thoroughly social versions of these specific 

theories. Now, I want to show why these theories (and thus chapters 3 and 4) deserve a place beside 

one another rather than apart. To be clear, my intention is not to do the hard work of building an 

 
74 This is not to say that productive comparison will yield a stronger view in all cases: as I have suggested, some 
views are simply false or unwarranted. But given that some of our views in different projects may be warranted 
and true, productive comparison offers the possibility of strengthening our views. 
75 Again, none of this takes the place of the hard work of determining whether the accounts in question are 
plausible or true. Some accounts are simply rotten, and should be excised. 
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actual emergent social view in metaethics, but rather to show how we might do this. It is merely my 

conjecture that such a plausible social view might begin with productive comparison among the accounts 

I have put forward in this dissertation. It is my argument that one ought to attempt productive 

comparison among them, and that philosophers going forward would do well to join together any 

other social views in metaethics in this way. In other words, this argument does not stand or fall on 

whether the case study I provide in fact builds a bulletproof metaethical view; whether or not it does 

so, it is illustrative of how we might build one in the future, and thus can serve as a rough model for 

philosophers concerned with normativity and sociality.  

 As I have argued, productive comparison works when two accounts normatively constrain 

one another. The example I gave of these normative relations in chapter 2 was of cucumbers: accounts 

from nutritional and botanical perspectives are in principle capable of compatibility (taking up one 

perspective does not preclude taking up the other), yet if our best nutritional account of cucumbers 

says a certain nutrient upon ingestion interacts in such and such ways, our best botanical account had 

better make sense of how certain nutrients could make their way into the fruit of a cucumber plant.76 

 When two accounts line up in such a way that there is no normative tension between them, 

the understanding that this alignment provides us is roughly proportional to the normative constraints 

that the two accounts place upon one another. When two accounts simply do not normatively 

constrain one another at all, or when these normative constraints are very weak, this lack of normative 

tension between the accounts indicates that the two accounts are unrelated (or perhaps very distantly 

related) but nevertheless compatible accounts. For example, there is no discernible tension between 

 
76 Some philosophers may balk at the idea that accounts offered from different perspectives are in principle 
capable of compatibility. I take it I have addressed these worries in chapter 2. And yet, even if we agree that the 
accounts offered from two different perspectives may be compatible, it is still yet another thing to recognize 
the normative tension between them. As I have noted, Christine Korsgaard, for instance, seems to assent to 
the truth of expressivism, and so agrees that expressivism and Kantian constructivism are compatible positions, 
and yet brushes expressivism off as if our understanding from one perspective could not inform our 
understanding from another. 
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the following accounts: (a) ibuprofen functions to reduce fever, and (b) tables are structured with a 

flat surface propped up by legs. Rejecting or altering one claim would not directly require much 

reassessment of the other. We would say that these accounts are compatible, but unrelated, and so we 

learn little from the determination that both of these statements are true.  

 On the other end of the continuum, when accounts place heavy normative constraints upon 

one another, our understanding may be enriched if we can purge the normative tension between them. 

For example, there is no discernible tension between the following accounts: (a) one function of the 

human eye is to see colors, and (b) one function of the human eye is to detect and discriminate among 

different wavelengths of visible light. Unlike the case of ibuprofen and tables, however, these accounts 

place heavy constraints upon one another. Reject or revise one, and we really ought to reassess the 

other. We consequently gain some understanding from lining up these accounts against one another.77 

 Productive comparison does not yield the same sort of understanding in every case, because 

the accounts we productively compare may be normatively related to one another in different ways. 

Productive comparison involves discovering what these normative relations are. In some cases one 

account may entail the other, or the other way around; in some cases there will be mutual entailment; 

in other cases there will be no entailment, but there will be other normative relations entirely. These 

relations can be complex (indeed, a mouthful, as I will demonstrate shortly), and so I want to say a bit 

here about how we can go about putting into words the different sorts of emergent understanding 

that these different relations yield. We can characterize these understandings using very simple 

statements I call "bridging statements." Bridging statements make explicit the discursive entitlement 

to make inferences from claims made from one perspective to claims made from another perspective.78 

 
77 There is likely middle ground here, in which accounts that line up smoothly against one another may place 
moderate constraints upon one another. The understanding we gain here will accordingly be less specific than 
the case of heavy constraints and more substantial than the case of no constraints. 
78 If one prefers to stay within the linguistic realm, substitute Carnap's (1950) 'linguistic frameworks' for my 
'perspectives.' What I am suggesting is that our linguistic frameworks, while distinct, are nevertheless porous in 
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In what follows, I demonstrate how two kinds of bridging statement work and why it is that they are 

able to characterize the different sorts of understanding we might yield from productive comparison. 

There are undoubtedly other bridging statements in addition to these two, but the two I have picked 

are used frequently in the literature and can be used to characterize the understanding we gain from 

accounts like those in chapters 3 and 4.  

 One common bridging statement is one that posits an external functional relation—i.e., a 

functional relation between something seen from one perspective and something seen from another 

perspective. Such a statement says that the function of x (understood from perspective A) is y 

(understood from perspective B).79 For instance, as I suggested in chapter 3, expressivists are known 

for arguing that the function of normative vocabulary is to express one's non-doxastic attitudes. 

External functional relation statements make explicit discursive entitlement to make certain inferences, 

although which inferences depends on which concept of function is being used. For instance, when 

expressivists say that "the function of x is y," they usually mean something like, were it not for x, we 

could not have developed the ability to do y (recall Allan Gibbard's (1990) contention that the 

expressivist aims to explain "why we can't do without" a normative perspective (p.196)). Whether or 

not this is exactly what they mean, allow me to use this concept of function for the sake of its 

simplicity, as it will make the following easier to grasp. If this is what we mean by "function," then the 

above external functional relation statement makes explicit that we can infer from the negation of a 

 
a way that Carnap does not explicitly recognize. That is, inferences can be made from one to another, and so 
the internal/external question divide is not so neatly drawn. 
79 This is different from a statement that posits an internal functional relation—i.e., a functional relation that is 
wholly within one perspective. For instance, we might suggest that one function of normative reasoning 
(understood from a normative perspective) is to come to a normative judgment (also understood from a 
normative perspective). This difference between internal and external functional relation statements is evident 
between expressivists and Ludwig Wittgenstein. Although expressivists often point to Wittgenstein's focus on 
the function and the use of a term as a source of inspiration for their view (see, for instance, Blackburn 1998), 
Wittgenstein means to look to the function of a term within a particular language game, while the expressivist 
aims to demonstrate the functional relation between a part of the game and something understood from outside 
of the game. 
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claim that we were able to do x to the negation of a claim that we could have developed the ability to 

do y—from the negation of the claim that we were able to use normative vocabulary to the negation 

of the claim that we were able to develop the capacity to express non-doxastic attitudes. The external 

functional relation statement puts these normative relations in terms that express clearly and simply 

the understanding that we gain if we find that the normative relations it posits obtain—namely, we 

yield just the understanding that the expressivist so often suggests we will. To understand this external 

function of normative vocabulary is to understand, from a naturalistic perspective, why we use 

normative vocabulary, or what it does for creatures like us to use it.  

 Another common form of bridging statement that expressivists use is a "doing-when" 

statement. A doing-when statement is used to assert that what we are doing when we are doing A 

(understood from one perspective) is B (understood from another perspective). Oddly enough, 

expressivists sometimes use these statements in place of external functional relation statements, 

despite the fact that doing-when statements make explicit discursive entitlement to a different set of 

inferences than do external functional relation statements. Blackburn (1993, 1998) and Gibbard (2002) 

both suggest at times that the expressivist aims to give an account of "what we are doing when" we 

are using normative vocabulary. 

 The most immediate relations that accounts of doing-when may make explicit have to do with 

the discursive entitlement and obligation to make certain inferences between A and B (or B's negation). 

Suppose A is an activity we see and talk about from one perspective, and B is an activity we see and 

talk about from another perspective. To say that what we are doing when we are doing A is B is to 

make explicit, first, that we can permissibly infer that we are doing B in all of those cases in which we 

can permissibly claim we are doing A, and second, that we cannot permissibly infer that we are not 

doing B in any of those cases in which we can permissibly claim we are doing A. Consider the following 

accounts of function: one function of a human eye is to see colors; one function of a human eye is to 
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detect and discriminate wavelengths of visible light. Now consider an account of doing-when that 

bridges these two accounts: what we are doing when we are seeing colors (A) is detecting and 

discriminating wavelengths of visible light (B). If detecting and discriminating wavelengths of visible 

light is what we are doing when we are seeing colors, then whenever it is permissible to claim that we 

are seeing colors, it is permissible to infer that we are detecting and discriminating wavelengths of 

visible light, and impermissible to infer that we are not detecting and discriminating wavelengths of 

visible light.80  

 Although it may seem rather intuitive what sort of emergent understanding we gain when we 

understand that what we are doing when we are doing A is B, it is rather difficult to put into words. 

This is perhaps because the 'is' that links the two activities plays a rather odd role. It is not an 'is' of 

identity. That what we are doing when we are doing A is B does not entail that what we are doing 

when we are doing B is A, and so it is not the case that such a statement claims that A=B. Unlike 

many uses of the 'is' of identity in philosophy, the 'is' in a doing-when statement is also not reductive. It 

does not say that making sense of something from one perspective is preferable or more ontologically 

or epistemically privileged than making sense of it from another.81 The 'is' in a doing-when statement 

 
80 We can make explicit permissible and impermissible inferences in both directions by offering two  doing-
when statements—i.e., to say that A is what we're doing when we're doing B and that B is what we're doing 
when we're doing A. Suppose we add another account to the ones above: seeing colors (B) is what we are doing 
when we are detecting and discriminating wavelengths of visible light (A). To say that detecting and 
discriminating wavelengths of visible light is what we are doing when we are seeing colors and that seeing colors 
is what we are doing when we are detecting and discriminating wavelengths of visible light makes explicit that 
we can permissibly infer from our seeing colors to our detecting and discriminating and from our detecting and 
discriminating to our seeing colors, and that we cannot permissibly infer from our doing one to our not doing 
the other. 
81 For example, to suggest that water just is H2O implies that although the two terms refer to the same thing, 
the perspective from which we see it as H2O is the one that is privileged. Note, too, that reduction claims often 
imply this privilege by using the word 'just', as in, A just is B. We say that water just is H2O, but we rarely say 
that H2O just is water. It may be true, but it implies a statement of privilege that we would usually take to be 
false—that the conventional perspective is more privileged than the chemical perspective, that it gets to the 
nature of the thing better. Note that, despite the fact that doing-when statements are not reductive in this way, 
coming to believe a doing-when statement still may have a profound effect on our ability to take up one of the 
perspectives in question, or at least our ability to take it up in the same way. If it is true that what I am doing 
when I am recognizing the social world around me is engaging in differential conformist behavior, for instance, 
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is also not an 'is' of constitution. As I argued in chapter 4, to say that one thing constitutes another is 

to suggest that one is more fundamental or foundational than the other, that the two sit on different 

ontological levels, as it were. This is not what we are alleging when we put forward a doing-when 

statement, whether or not we in fact believe that either is more fundamental than the other. Moreover, 

A cannot wholly constitute B because, while it may be true that we are doing B in all instances in which 

we are doing A, there still may be other instances in which we do B but not A.  

 The 'is' of a doing-when statement is thus a rather odd sort of 'is'. It makes explicit certain 

normative relations between two perspectives, but it does not equate what we see from one 

perspective to what we see from another, reduce one concept to another, or posit that some more 

fundamental activity composes another. It makes intuitive sense of what is difficult to explain: that 

sometimes two different perspectives seem to share a common concern, and yet because the 

"concern" is only understood from a perspective, and we are understanding this concern from two 

different perspectives, there is no easy way to put into words what the "shared concern" could be. All I 

wish to say here, therefore, is that the role that the 'is' plays in a doing-when statement is what I have 

said it is: it functions to make explicit these certain normative relations between claims from different 

perspectives.  

 Bridging statements are not only useful because they characterize the sort of understanding 

we gain from productive comparison, but because we can use them as a tool of productive comparison, 

 
we might think that this provides reasons to recognize one another differently (with greater tolerance, say), or 
it very well may cause a psychological or practical crisis of its own, at least for a time. This is a testament to 
how powerful such statements can be, when fully comprehended. One might argue that this is a problem for 
my view, because I claim that we can better cope with our practical crises if we engage in productive comparison, 
while this suggests that productive comparison may be destructive to my ability to cope with my practical 
disorientation. I do not see it this way. Taking up this sort of understanding can be debilitating for a time, and 
yet doing so opens up new possibilities for how to cope with our practical crises. I do not have the space here 
to elaborate fully on this, but I take it that this is a very worthy project: to investigate the ways in which our 
perspectives normatively and causally impinge upon one another, to our detriment and to our advantage, and 
how we can cope and engage with this impingement. 
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intuitively trying them on, as it were, before investigating more carefully whether the relations they 

make explicit actually obtain between the accounts. In what follows, I want to show how one might 

use bridging statements in this way when productively comparing social accounts in metaethics. I use 

the accounts I offered in chapters 3 and 4 as a case study. My aim is also, in part, to illustrate that there 

are different sorts of emergent understanding we might gain from this productive comparison, and so 

I use both types of bridging statements I outlined above to do this. To be clear, I do not argue here 

that the specific bridging statements I posit between accounts from chapters 3 and 4 are true. It is my 

conjecture that one or the other (or another bridging statement in the near vicinity) may be, but my 

purpose here is only to show how one might go about productive comparison—not to do the hard 

work of productive comparison itself.  

 Before looking at specific bridging statements, recall the accounts from chapters 3 and 4 that 

these statements might bridge. In chapter 3, I developed an account of differential conformist 

behavior, according to which our normative perspective affords us the capacity to engage in a complex 

system of differential imitativeness and censoriousness. This account was offered as a way of making 

sense of the claim that one function of our normative perspective is to enable us to coordinate our 

attitudes and behavioral dispositions at the level of social roles, where "social roles" is a stand-in for 

relatively stable patterns of differential, inter-subpopulation attitudes and behavioral dispositions. 

When our social roles are coordinated, members of subpopulation A treat each member of 

subpopulation B similarly, but treat members of subpopulation B differently from how they treat other 

members of subpopulation A, or from how they treat members of subpopulations C, D, and so on. 

Parents treat children differently from how they treat other parents. Teachers treat other teachers 

differently from how they treat students. 

 In chapter 4, I developed an account of social identities, which I argued are constitutively 

related to norms. To have a particular social identity is to be accountable to a certain set of norms, 
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while also the concern of certain sets of norms to which others are accountable. To be a landlord is 

to be the appropriate concern for norms of rental payments and fixture repair requests, and also the 

appropriate locus of accountability for norms of response to fixture repair requests. I then added to 

this account a version of social recognition that I elaborated out of accounts from Kantian 

constructivists like Carla Bagnoli, according to which to socially recognize you is to treat you as 

someone of my social identity ought to treat someone of your social identity in the present 

circumstances. These accounts from chapter 4 of social identities and social recognition are accounts 

of the structure of our normative perspective. They say that this is how things show up to us when we 

take up a normative perspective; this is how some of the pieces of the perspective fit together and 

work when it is up and running.  

 One way we could attempt to characterize the normative relations between the accounts from 

the two chapters is to posit an external functional relation. Note that the account of function in chapter 

3 is already an external functional relation statement. It says that the function of a normative 

perspective is to coordinate our attitudes and behavioral dispositions at the level of social roles. But 

notice, too, that this statement does not specify any features that "a normative perspective" has. In 

other words, the account says that, however this normative perspective is in fact structured, it affords 

us this function. To bridge the accounts from chapters 3 and 4, then, we might simply insert the 

accounts of social identities and social recognition into the bridging statement in order to specify the 

structure of the perspective in question. Perhaps, we might think, the function of a perspective from 

which we socially recognize the normative landscape around us (norms and social identities) is to coordinate our 

attitudes and behavioral dispositions at the level of social roles.  

 The next step is to consider the plausibility of this statement. What normative relations does 

it highlight? Working with the same concept of function as above, it says that we are permitted to 

infer from the negation of the claim that we were able to take up a perspective from which we socially 
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recognize the normative landscape around us to the negation of the claim that we were able to develop 

the capacity to coordinate attitudes and dispositions at the level of social roles.82 From here, the task 

is to interrogate these relations, to see if they hold up under scrutiny. For instance, is it true that a 

normative perspective could only serve the function of enabling the coordination of social roles if it 

has a certain structure—if things show up to us a certain way and if the parts of the perspective work 

in a certain way? In particular, is it true that taking up a perspective from which we recognize how we 

ought to treat others—recognizing who we are, who others are, and how we are to comport ourselves 

with respect to them—enables us to engage in differential conformist behavior? That is, does it enable 

the many individuals of a society to structure complex patterns of differential interpersonal attitudes 

and behavioral dispositions, where doctors are disposed to treat patients in a certain way and teachers 

are disposed to treat students in a certain way, and so on, across space and across time and on a mass 

scale. If we were to alter or reject the claim that we make sense of the social world around us according 

to social identities, would we at least need to pause and seriously reconsider how creatures like us 

could produce such structures of attitudes and behavioral dispositions?83 

 Another way we could attempt to bridge the statements from chapters 3 and 4 is via a doing-

when statement. We could posit, for instance, that what we are doing when we socially recognize the 

 
82 There may well be a better conception of "function" that we would like to use instead, and one that, when 
inserted into an external functional relation statement, would highlight different normative relations between the 
two accounts. Even if this external functional relation statement is false, this does not necessarily mean that all 
(i.e., those with each different concept of function) are false. When productively comparing, it thus may be 
useful to try on different concepts of "function." 
83 Permissible inferences in the opposite direction may be plausible as well—i.e., from the negation of the claim 
that we are able to coordinate attitudes and dispositions at the level of social roles to the negation of the claim 
that we are able to socially recognize the landscape around us. This would require a different bridging statement. 
Why might we find this plausible? Because we might think that we could only develop a perspective from which 
we socially recognize our normative relations to those with varying identities if taking up this perspective were 
to afford us the capacity to structure differential patterns of interpersonal attitudes and behavioral dispositions, 
such that our embodied recognition engenders real, structured patterns of attitudes and behavioral dispositions. 
If we were not able to structure patterns of attitudes and dispositions like these, how could we develop a 
perspective from which our decisions and actions are predicated upon recognizing stable, shared identities from 
one context to the next, across space and time—indeed, how could I recognize myself as having a particular 
identity were there not certain patterns in the way others treat me? 
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normative landscape (who we are, who others are, and the norms for which we are accountable) is 

engaging in differential conformist behavior. Drawing from what I have said above, this doing-when 

statement would make explicit certain normative relations between statements from two different 

perspectives. It would make explicit that it is permissible to infer from the statement that someone is 

recognizing the normative landscape around them to a statement that someone is engaging in 

differential conformist behavior. It would also make it explicit that it is impermissible to infer from a 

statement that one is recognizing the normative landscape to a statement that someone is not engaging 

in differential conformist behavior.84  

 Some examples will help to flesh out this doing-when statement. Recall, first, the example I 

used in both chapters 3 and 4 of an expert teaching a novice how to hammer. From the expert's point 

of view, the novice is not hammering as they ought. To adjust the novice's grip, their follow-through, 

etc., is to recognize that we are both hammerers, and that hammerers ought to hammer differently 

from how the novice is hammering. It is at the same time to recognize oneself as an expert (practical 

identity) and another as a novice (identity of concern), and the norms that govern how experts are to 

induct novices into the normative practice of hammering. Although this is how the expert might 

understand her actions from her own perspective, at the same time, I argued in chapter 3 that the 

expert exhibits her normative judgment in her non-linguistic behavior, shaping the attitudes and 

behavioral dispositions of the novice to more closely resemble that of other hammerers. To put it in 

a doing-when statement, what the expert is doing when she socially recognizes herself as an expert 

hammerer and her companion as a novice hammerer is differentially censuring the attitudes and 

dispositions of the novice. 

 
84 Note that this does not work both ways: i.e., this statement does not make explicit permissibility to infer from 
B to A, from a statement that one is engaging in differential conformist behavior to a statement that one is 
recognizing the normative landscape. This direction is far less plausible, the counterexamples more at readily 
hand. 
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 To throw out some more quick examples of what may follow if the above doing-when 

statement is true: What I am doing when I am assigning you homework, and thereby recognizing 

myself as a teacher and you as a student, is differentially influencing our attitudes and behavioral 

dispositions in such a way that reinforces my teacher-shaped and your student-shaped patterns of 

attitudes and behavioral dispositions. What I am doing when I am helping Quentin move, and thereby 

recognize Quentin and myself as friends, is differentially influencing our attitudes and behavioral 

dispositions in such a way that reinforces our friend-shaped patterns of attitudes and behavioral 

dispositions. What the soldier is doing when she defends the border against an enemy is differentially 

influencing the enemy's attitudes and behavioral dispositions in such a way that reinforces patterns of 

negative attitudes toward approaching and behavioral dispositions not to approach.85  

 The next step is to consider the plausibility of these doing-when statements. Do the relations 

that they highlight exist? Are these really cases in which we are observing some common concern, as 

it were, from two perspectives? Is it possible for me to recognize the social landscape around me—

treating others as someone of my social identity ought to treat someone of their social identity—and  

yet not engage in differential conformist behavior? For example, is it possible for me to recognize my 

brother as my brother, treating him as one brother ought to treat another, without thereby 

differentially censuring him—reinforcing certain attitudes of brotherly affection (or brotherly jealousy 

or…) and reinforcing certain behavioral dispositions of his to interact with me in the way that brothers 

interact with one another? Is it possible for me to assign a writing exercise to my students, thereby 

recognizing them as my students, without thereby influencing their attitudes and behavioral 

dispositions in such a way as to reinforce student-shaped patterns of attitudes and behavioral 

dispositions?86 

 
85 Something like this final statement can be gleaned in the pages of Radical Hope, by Jonathan Lear. 
86 We may also want to interrogate what exactly we mean by "recognizing"—does this include instances of 
misrecognition or failed recognition? Or does it not? Why or why not? 
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 If either of these bridging statements––the external functional relation statement or the doing-

when statement (or something resembling them)—were shown to be true, they would point to an 

emergent understanding of the relations between normativity and sociality, and thus they would point 

to an emergent social view in metaethics that spans metaethical projects. If true, they would point to 

successful productive comparison. If the external functional relation statement were true, we would 

have gained some understanding of why creatures like us would take up a perspective from which we 

make sense of the social world around us in terms of related norms and social identities—or why we 

couldn't do without such a perspective. If the doing-when statement were correct, then we would have 

gained some understanding that our normative perspective from which we make sense of the social 

landscape around us and our biological existence as creatures forming complex, patterned structures 

of attitude and behavior are not two separate phenomena, but rather the same phenomena seen from 

two perspectives, with two vocabularies and two very different modes of reasoning.  

 If we were to gain an emergent social view by joining together social accounts from multiple 

metaethical projects, then we would better serve the goals of both of these projects. In other words, 

building an emergent social view using the above bridging statements, were they true, would better 

enable us to cope with both our theoretical and our practical disorientation. Understanding why this 

perspective so central to our social interactions with one another must take a particular structure may 

help us understand how it works, how it may have evolved, and what place it has (and should have) 

in human life. Understanding why we take up a perspective with this particular structure in the first 

place—what social function it serves in our lives—may help us cope in various ways with our practical 

disorientation (it has certainly helped me to cope with my own).  

 I have not offered any argument here that could warrant our belief that any particular emergent 

social view that joins the accounts in chapters 3 and 4 is plausible. Whether or not there is such a view, 

however, my primary aim has been to illustrate a method by which philosophers might go forward in 
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building an emergent social view of their own. The hard work is in the details that I have skipped over 

here: in diligently assessing the plausibility that two accounts from different projects might line up 

against one another in such a way that we could purge the normative tension between them and find 

normative relations in this tension's wake; in thinking through the inevitable counterexamples and 

principled objections; etc. But with hard work comes the possibility of great benefits—of strengthened 

accounts, of reorientation. And, crucially, hard work brings the possibility of bringing to light the 

social foundations of our normative perspective, and thus of bringing metaethics into the fold of the 

social turn in philosophy.  
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