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Abstract 

Most debates about the viability of a given moral theory are won and lost, or at least brought to 

an end, through resort to a familiar pattern of argument: if a theory calls for that course of action, 

can it really claim to offer a substantively correct account of morality? This debate operates on 

the plausible premise that a moral theory rises and falls with the substantive correctness of its 

prescriptions. But this debate is also premised on the idea that moral theory has a claim to make 

on us. Not everyone grants this premise. Indeed, Bernard Williams’ work presents a denial of the 

claim that moral theory has the normative authority to demand anything of us at all. This familiar 

inversion of the claim that morality is overly demanding is a serious objection to the task of 

working out a moral theory. It suggests that interlocutors in the debate detailed above claim 

ground to which moral theory is not ultimately entitled. This thesis details Contractualism’s 

capacity to answer to this challenge. In particular, this thesis defends the idea that Contractualism 

offers an account of inter-personal morality that is substantively correct and accessible to 

integrated agents. Contractualism’s account of inter-personal wrongness, and the powerful 

reasons we have to avoid wronging others, satisfies the twin conditions of substantive 

correctness and normative coherence.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 

An account of moral reasoning is open to criticism on the grounds that its substantive 

judgments fail to cohere with the requirements of morality. This is a familiar and clean form of 

argument. If a given theory directs me to do Y, and Y is in fact ruled out by moral 

considerations, then that theory is deficient in a meaningful way. This is not the only negative 

treatment which moral theory can receive. One influential critique operates from the premise that 

the preceding objection cedes to moral theory territory it cannot claim. This view, expressed in 

its sharpest form by Bernard Williams, asks why we should think that moral theory – any moral 

theory – has the force to direct us to do anything at all. The authoritativeness of moral 

prescriptions requires an explanation in light of the self-directed character of first-person 

deliberation. This places a different burden on a given moral theory than the constraint of 

substantive correctness. It asks a proponent of a given theory to explain how its account of moral 

reasoning can come to constitute the perspective of an integrated rational agent, whose 

deliberation and choice are constituted by their personal projects, commitments, and aims. 

Williams takes it no adequate response is available. 

This thesis is a defense of Contractualism. In particular, it proposes that Contractualist moral 

reasoning is consistent with the first-personal perspective of deliberation, and it yields sound 

moral reasons. On this view, Contractualism elides the Scylla and Charybdis situation outlined 

above: the substantive content of its reasons is morally cogent, and the characteristic pattern of 

reasoning that yields these reasons has a foundation in our every-day deliberative experience. 

These features – deliberative coherence and substantively sound moral content – are conditions 

on the viability of a moral theory. Contractualism manifests them both.  On the first condition, I 

recast Williams’ ‘integrity objection’ to utilitarianism as a general statement about the 
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incompatibility of moral reasons and robust first-personal deliberation. On the second, I contrast 

Contractualism’s account of wrongness with the one offered by Utilitarianism. What is 

problematic about the utilitarian understanding of wrongness is that it lacks an explication of the 

link between an action being one there is reason not to perform and the idea that such an action is 

wrong. What we look for but do not find in utilitarianism’s account is an explanation of “how the 

idea that an act is wrong flows from the idea that there is an objection of a certain kind to 

people’s being allowed to perform such actions.”1 Contractualism aims to offer a distinct account 

of motivation that responds to this need. It does so in the first instance by offering an account of 

wrongness that displays the appropriate linkage between that property and reasonable objection 

to the performance of a given action. Specifically, Contractualism holds that an act is wrong “if 

its performance under the circumstances would be disallowed by any set of principles for the 

general regulation of behavior that no one reasonably reject as a basis for informed, unforced 

general agreement.”2  I suggest that this account, filled in as the thesis progresses, offers the best 

substantive account of morality as something to which reasons-sensitive beings respond to and 

can be guided by. 

The structure of this piece is as follows. In Chapter 1, I detail Williams’ claim that 

utilitarianism lacks normative purchase because of its incompatibility with integrity. The clarity 

and force of that objection depend on how these allegedly incompatible elements – ‘integrity’ 

and utilitarian reasoning –are understood. I outline a barebones version of the argument and 

sketch the idea of integrated agency. In Chapter 2, I consider, in light of how Williams leverages 

this idea to reveal that utilitarian reasons run aground against other considerations, whether the 

 
1 Scanlon, Thomas. What We Owe to Each Other. The Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2000, p. 153. 
2 Scanlon, 153. 
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objection is best understood as one of demandingness. Ultimately, I reject this interpretation. The 

thrust of Williams’ objection is not that utilitarian morality asks too much of us, but that its 

characteristic reasons lack the normative salience to say much of anything to an integrated agent. 

This interpretation is drawn from Paul Hurley’s reading of the objection.3 The chapter concludes 

with a presentation and defense of the claim that Utilitarianism does not (even attempt to) 

provide an explanation of the binding force of its moral standards. Next, I move in Chapter 3 to 

the normative picture that underlies Scanlonian Contractualism. In presenting this picture I work 

to distinguish it from some key points at which it diverges from Williams’ view. This is essential 

to the thesis’ overarching claim about the ameliorative potency of Scanlon’s account of moral 

reasoning. Williams’ concern about integrated agency’s hospitality towards moral theory 

dissipates, I argue, if one accepts Scanlon’s picture about motivation and the nature of reasoning. 

This is so because Williams’ concerns are sustained in large part by his Humean thesis about 

desire as the foundational unit of motivation, a conception of deliberation and action we have 

good reason to deny. Chapter 4 builds upon this normative framework to present Scanlon’s 

substantive account of moral reasoning. Here, I present the essential picture of Contractualist 

moral reasoning. Chapter 5 concerns the operation of this picture. Here, I tie together the 

argumentative strands running through the preceding three chapters: Scanlonian Contractualism 

presents an account of inter-personal reasoning whose moral bona fides are sensitive to the 

ordinary character of first-person deliberation. If this argument is accepted, Contractualism 

meets the conditions imposed by substantive morality and by the personal character of reasoning. 

Indeed, if the agument is succesful it will have outlined the congruent relation between the 

 
3 Hurley, Paul. Beyond Consequentialism, Oxford University Press, 2009. 
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former and the latter: the deliberative perspective of someone who takes seriously the claims of 

other people will be shaped by these considerations of what we owe to each other. 
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Chapter Two: Williams on Moral Theory and Integrity 
 

This chapter concerns Bernard Williams’ scepticism about the normative and 

psychological underpinnings of “the moral point of view.”4 In particular, this chapter examines 

the claim that consequential reasoning cannot feature in the deliberation of integrated rational 

agents who maintain an array of projects and commitments. Determining what integrity means 

and the nature of the constraints it sets for moral theory is a central objective of this chapter. This 

independently interesting line of inquiry plays an essential role in my broader project, since a 

condition of Contractualism’s success as a moral theory is its ability to acquire a foothold in the 

deliberative space of ordinary agents. Ultimately, I hold that the strongest interpretation of 

Williams’ objection takes it to illuminate a paradox that afflicts consequential accounts of moral 

reasoning: they rely on a framework of moral reasons which takes them to be binding on rational 

agents, but the content of the reasons generated by consequentialism is anathema to the setting of 

rational agency in which the decisiveness of various candidate reasons is determined.  

In order to evaluate the exegetical quality and substantive force of this interpretation it is 

necessary to consider a number of issues. I begin by presenting the conception of rational agency 

that underlies Williams’ writings on moral theory. Once these claims have been made explicit, I 

spell out how the essential commitments of consequentialism interact with the deliberative space 

of the agents to whom it is addressed. The next move towards elucidating Williams’ integrity 

objection involves an examination of the case of Jim and Pedro, a central device in the 

presentation of tension between agency and consequential reasoning. This discussion reveals the 

reasons for discarding the idea that the objection is essentially about demandingness. Instead, I 

 
4  Williams, Bernard, “Persons, Character, and Morality” in Moral Luck, Cambridge University 
Press, 1981, p. 2. 
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argue for Paul Hurley’s reading of the objection. This interpretation takes the thrust of Williams’ 

objection to be that the general normative framework upon which consequentialism relies 

ultimately renders its reasons impotent from the point of view of an integrated agent. For reasons 

I hope to bring to the fore this is the most powerful and exegetically well-supported 

understanding. The ultimate upshot of this section is that consequentialist moral theory relies on 

a framework of moral reasons whose nature is to offer decisive reasons to rational agents but 

presents reasons whose content is anathema to the very setting of rational agency in which the 

force of various candidate reasons is assessed. The paradox sustains itself because, as Hurley’s 

reading makes clear, consequentialism “jettisons ordinary morality but leaves ordinary reason in 

place.”5  

Integrated Agency 

Before examining Williams’ integrity objection, it is helpful to consider the mechanics of 

the particular moral theory which motivates the discussion in the first place. Williams’ objection 

is nominally directed towards a particular strand of consequentialist moral reasoning. As a 

variant of consequentialism, act-utilitarianism claims that among a range of possible actions, an 

agent has decisive reason to act in the way that maximizes happiness. Agents conform 

themselves to the requirements of morality when their deliberation leads them to act such that 

their action causally contributes to the incidence of maximal available well-being. Causal 

relation to states of affairs, both real and possible, anchors moral reflection on the 

consequentialist view. Practical reflection concerns determining what actions available to me are 

likely to bring about the optimal state of affairs according to a given particular eudemonic 

criterion like happiness or preference-satisfaction. An agent engaged in moral reasoning will 

 
5 Hurley, Paul. Beyond Consequentialism. Oxford Scholarship Online, 2010, p. 183. 
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concern herself with the various means at her disposal to bring about certain states of affairs. 

When engaged in reflection about whether to pursue a career in fine arts or derivatives trading, 

the matter is settled, and the decisive reason uncovered, once it is known which of the two will 

yield maximal utility across the range of available options. 

Consequentialist moral theory purports to offer an account of morality that is normatively 

binding for rational agents. This introduces a condition for the viability of a theory concerning 

the capacity of its prescriptions to figure into the practical reflection of the agents putatively 

bound by them. In effect an account of moral reasoning only gets off the ground if it is 

demonstrated that its characteristic attitudes and commitments can be housed within the 

deliberative space of the ordinary agents to whom moral theory is addressed. The integrity 

objection holds that consequentialism cannot meet this burden. It denies that consequentialism 

characterizes a deliberative perspective that is at once accessible to ordinary agents and a source 

of reasons for them. This is so, Williams thinks, because consequentialist moral theory 

misunderstands the character of normative agency. As a result, the perspective one is required to 

adopt in order to reason as consequentialism demands is in tension with the point of view an 

integrated agent takes towards her the projects and commitments that make up her life.  

Williams’ objection operates by drawing a contrast between what he takes to be an 

intuitively compelling picture of agency and practical reflection, on the one hand, and the 

deliberative perspective required by consequential moral theory on the other. Since these claims 

are premised on Williams’ understanding of agency it will be helpful, before considering how 

consequentialism fits into the deliberative sphere of an agent who acts from integrity, to consider 

Williams’ picture of rational agency in closer detail. For Williams, an integrated agent is one for 

whom reasons flow from deliberations structured by and sensitive to the projects and 
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commitments with which they identify. Williams’ view is thus a compound of claims about the 

nature of rational agency. It rests on a particular account of reasons, one which spells out their 

character by reference to their essential explanatory role, to shed light on the structure of a 

typical individual’s point of view.  

The pivotal role that projects and commitments play on Williams’ view is linked with his 

commitment to reasons internalism. This relationship notwithstanding, they are different claims 

whose merits require independent scrutiny. Williams’ internalism about reasons is a key 

constituent of the wedge he drives between the deliberative requirements of moral theory and the 

character of practical reflection. A reason for action is internal when a normal deliberative path 

exists between it and a person’s “subjective motivational set”6, such that a person’s practical 

reflection could lead them to identify the reason in question. Internalism claims that all reasons 

are of this kind. Taking for now an example that is not necessarily pre-loaded with moral 

considerations, it might seem that if I have the physical gifts and talent I should pursue a career 

in professional basketball. There seem to be a lot of features of this life that make it desirable: it 

represents an opportunity to compete at a high level, on a massive stage, for exorbitant 

compensation. Williams’ claim is that whatever properties this decision might inject into my life, 

these facts have no bearing on the presence of a reason for the action(s) required to realize them. 

Whether I have a reason to shape my actions in accord with this aim depends on whether an 

uncorrupted motivational path exists between my subjective motivational set – my desires, aims, 

projects – and a reason of this kind. If no authentic, first-personal deliberation could result in 

 
6 Williams, Bernard, “Internal and External Reasons” in Moral Luck, Cambridge University Press, 
1981, p. 102. 
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these reasons, if the thought of making the leap to the NBA leaves me cold, then it is not true that 

I have a reason to do so. 

This discussion draws out the idea that for Williams, the normative authority of a 

consideration, and therefore of an account of morality, is licensed by its motivational power 

within the context of an integrated agent’s deliberation. Whether a consideration is normatively 

binding for a given agent depends upon a link between it and the projects, commitments, and 

attachments that spring us to action. This Williamsian theme that reasons are parasitic upon pre-

existent elements of a person’s character is a key premise of his objection to consequentialist 

moral theory. The premise itself rests upon a particular characterization of the kind of agent to 

whom moral theory is addressed, one for whom the rational hold of a given consideration in 

favor of X depends the existence of an element in that agent’s character which supplies the 

motivation for X. Integrity is manifest in the relation between deliberation and the stuff of a 

person’s character, where the former coheres with the latter.  

Integrity and the Case of Jim 

This picture of reasons and agency enables one to appreciate the particular kind of 

tension on which the integrity objection trades. The simplest way to see this is to consider 

Williams’ famous example of Jim and Pedro.  Suppose a man named Jim, who is conducting 

botanical research in a South American forest, ends up in a town square where 20 members of 

the community are held at gunpoint by what appear to be armed military personnel. A man who 

identifies himself as Pedro makes clear to Jim that these unfortunate people are political 

insurrectionists who are to be killed in order to send a message to anyone sympathetic to their 

cause. Pedro goes on to make the newcomer an offer: if Jim himself shoots one of the protesters, 

Pedro will mark the occasion by letting the other 19 free. This set of considerations yields a 
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confident affirmative judgment from utilitarianism. Jim’s proposed causal intervention – pulling 

the trigger to kill one of the people – saves 19 lives at the expense of one. Declining the offer 

guarantees, let us suppose, that Pedro will take all 20 lives. Utilitarian logic suggests Jim has 

decisive reason to kill one person, since doing so conduces to the maximally happy state of 

affairs available to him for production. The only salient consideration that bears on Jim in terms 

of utilitarian reasoning is what consequences will flow from various candidates for action. Here, 

pulling the trigger creates the most aggregate welfare vis-à-vis the only viable alternative. It is 

therefore what he has decisive moral reason to do.  

 Williams ultimately concludes that this is an absurd demand to place on Jim. This is not 

because the proposition that killing one person to save 19 is necessarily morally bankrupt: while 

utilitarianism’s ultimate devotion to aggregate welfare often seems to license unconscionable 

treatment of one person in order to send minimal benefits to a great number, the case of Pedro 

and Jim does not invite this particular conclusion. Williams’ objection concerns the kind of 

reasoning a person must engage in to determine the decisive reasons that morality, understood in 

utilitarian terms, presents. Effective utilitarian deliberation involves identifying one’s causal 

powers to create maximally happy states of affairs. Pedro’s offer places Jim in a powerful causal 

position. His action can bring about a much happier state of affairs than what would obtain but 

for his decision to pull the trigger. Since Jim’s action is the ultimate causal determinant of which 

path the world will take, he would be responsible for the fallout of being unwilling or unable to 

accept Pedro’s offer. This is drawn from utilitarianism’s strong doctrine of negative 

responsibility: people are to blame when their action fails to contribute to the optimal available 

state of affairs available to them for production. The upshot of Utilitarianism’s causal criterion of 

moral evaluation is that “what matters with respect to a given action is what comes about if it is 
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done.”7 Jim’s deliberation, if he adopts this perspective to determine how to act, is thus 

conditioned by the idea that the 19 lives lost by his refusal of Pedro’s offer are ones for which he 

is responsible.  

For Williams, utilitarianism’s characterization of the situation in these terms is evidence 

of its untenability. Utilitarianism calls upon Jim to abandon any personal objection he might 

have to killing an innocent person. Any reason Jim might conjure up to support his refusal to do 

so – suppose he is a pacifist who cannot stomach doing something which would impose harm on 

another person – is overrun by the utilitarian calculation of welfare. Once the incidence of 

maximal happiness is the sole criterion by which an operative course of action is adopted there is 

no oxygen for competing considerations, no matter how important they are to, or constitutive of, 

the deliberating agent. Of course, utilitarianism is not utterly silent on the importance of, say, the 

personal commitments of a deliberating agent. These must figure in the utilitarian calculus due to 

their capacity to create welfare. The concern is that once this calculus has done its work and 

determined that such a personal commitment is inconsistent with a maximally-happy state of 

affairs, there is no rational basis for nonetheless acting in accordance with it. The personal 

commitment cedes its salience once it is established that it does not conduce with maximal 

happiness. The upshot is that effective utilitarian deliberation requires adopting a qualified view 

towards the strength of even one’s most important commitments. One is committed to the cause 

of pacifism only at the point at which abandoning this commitment is a necessary condition for 

bringing about an optimal state of affairs, and only because it is such a condition. 

 

 
7 Williams, Bernard. Utilitarianism: For and Against. Cambridge University Press, 1973, p. 
  95. 
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Chapter Three: Is the Violation of Integrity a Matter of Demandingness? 
 

Relating to the stuff of one’s character in a manner that permits the ready dismissal of its 

normative salience does violence, Williams thinks, to what it means to be an agent with character 

in the first place. Consequentialist moral theory demands of Jim that he obliterates his integrity. 

Proper moral deliberation necessarily leads Jim to recognize a binding reason to shoot one of the 

protestors, a finding that would not be licensed by deliberation sensitive to the commitment of 

pacifism. Jim’s integrity is stripped by consequentialism at the point at which that theory calls 

for practical reflection which severs the link between his action and the stuff of his character. A 

moral theory whose success involves this fractured relation is thus at odds with an intuitively 

compelling vision of agents being driven by the normative logic of the commitments, values, and 

projects that are important to them and constitutive of their character. Consequentialism’s failure 

to recognize the structuring role these items have means it cannot characterize the deliberative 

outlook of recognizable agents. Indeed, for Williams, the concern is that the idea of authoritative 

external moral standards which purport to deny the normative salience of a person’s 

commitments misunderstands what it is to engage in first-personal deliberation.   

 Williams’ objection crystallizes at the point at which one considers what is required for 

such a project to succeed on its own terms. How must a person fashion themselves in order for 

their practical reflection to arrive at the reasons required by act-utilitarian morality? The problem 

for consequentialist accounts of morality is that the normative force of their overarching 

injunction – maximize according to a given axiological criterion – seems at odds with essential 

features of practical thought and the point of view that enables it. The concern is that 

utilitarianism’s exceeding demands reflect a misunderstanding of the relation between a person 

and their projects, commitments and attitudes. It grants at most conditional weight to these 
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things, and to the reasons which flow from them. Impartial morality requires us to view these 

constituents of character and identity as elements which factor into a moral situation in the same 

way that the constituents of other peoples’ do: they are one set of considerations among many 

which are filtered into a calculation of which action the hedonic calculus requires. 

  Insofar as it asks us to adopt an impartial perspective towards our own life and the 

constituents of our own character, morality alienates us from those things which structure our 

perspective and are the source of our reasons. Fealty to the logic of utilitarianism requires us, 

when the situation demands action that contravenes them, to be unmoved by the projects, 

dispositions, and commitments which would otherwise rule out (either as a serious candidate for 

action or even an available option) the action called for by utilitarian reasoning. In the case of 

Jim, the reasons-giving force of his pacifistic disposition is qualified by its causal relation to the 

prescribed utilitarian course of conduct. This example is grist to the mill for those who claim 

utilitarianism, and consequentialism in general, is overly demanding because, on pain of moral 

fault, it requires agents to set aside personal commitments or reservations when engaged in moral 

reasoning. The ability to motivationally deliver on the requirements of utilitarianism requires 

adopting a perspective towards one’s ground projects that sees them from above, where they 

draw no special significance from being mine. This makes difficult the idea of adopting and 

maintaining any deep commitment, since the agent must know that she would drop these at a 

moment’s notice should the hedonic calculus require it. The onerousness of utilitarian demands 

is due to its tendency to view persons as causal factors, and its demand they adopt this external 

view towards the constituents of their own character when engaging in moral reasoning. 

What act-utilitarianism requires, then, is a revision of a commonly assumed picture of 

first-personal deliberation. A person must relate to their projects in ways that enable their neglect 
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or destruction depending on the reading of a hedonic calculus and one’s proximity to the relevant 

causal feature of the situation. It is tempting to cite Williams’ objection as one concerning the 

demandingness of act-utilitarianism. The attitudes and actions required by that view tax agents so 

heavily that it cannot, in fact, present decisive reasons for action. Indeed, one might suggest that 

Williams’ related discussion of moral justification representing “one thought too many” in the 

context of preferring to save one’s wife over a stranger makes such a reading initially plausible. 

This objection, styled as a challenge not to utilitarian thought but to its Kantian counterpart, 

suggests that a person’s search for a principle licensing his preference to save his wife miscasts 

what it is to have a preference of that kind. The phenomenological experience of someone who is 

moved to act in order to save someone they love does not include the higher-order justificatory 

idea that actions of this kind are morally permissible, because the principle which licenses them 

is justified. On one reading of this discussion, it seems that moral theory asks too much of us 

even when our preferred course of action turns out to be amenable to moral justification. And if 

this is the case, utilitarian thought will certainly demand a lot when it expects us to drop the 

projects, commitments, and relationships which typically structure first-personal normative 

practice should the moral ledger indicate there is more utility to be gained by doing so, or that it 

is our duty to do so. To reply that utilitarian logic turns out to license the (conditional) priority of 

these commitments reflects the acute misunderstanding of them that Williams’ argument 

elucidates: the existence of reasons for conforming our behavior to our attachments does not 

depend on morality licensing them, and many of these attachments and their concomitant reasons 

would wither, if they even came to be in the first place, under the attitudes required to manifest 

that dependent relation.  
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Integrity as Normative Coherence 

 Understood this way, one might read Williams as driving a familiar Sidgwickian nail 

into the coffin of utilitarianism: it looks as though there is a dual-track of reasons, moral and 

‘personal’, for which a normative winner cannot be declared from the resources available to 

moral theory. While demandingness has echoed as an objection to various moral theories, it 

would be an exegetical error to derive one from Williams. To do so would obscure the novel 

critical thrust that lies under the somewhat murky waters of Williams’ writing on the subject. As 

Paul Hurley has made clear,8 the strongest, most faithful reading of Williams’ discussion of 

integrity sees it not as an argument for the truth of Sidgwickian pessimism, but one concerning 

the normative impotency of consequentialism’s instantiation in practical thought.  

Hurley begins sharpening the blade of this objection by positing a distinction between 

two categories of moral thought. One approach to moral theory is to build an architecture of 

moral standards in tandem with an account of practical rationality. Hobbesian and Kantian 

conceptions of morality are, Hurley suggests, theories about the “rational authoritativeness of 

moral reasons”.9 From the theory’s outset it is concerned with the content of moral standards, the 

nature of practical reason, and the relationship between rationality and the idea that agents are 

typically thought to have decisive reasons to avoid wrongdoing”.10  The second kind of theory 

does not pay any particular attention to practical rationality. Instead of articulating the nature of 

reasons per se and the ones people have (or have reason to recognize), these are theories “not of 

moral standards as reasons, but of moral standards alone”.11 Consequentialism in general, and 

 
8 Hurley, 63. 
9 Hurley, 37. 
10 Hurley, 37. 
11 Hurley, 38.  
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Utilitarianism in particular, are instances of this approach to moral thought. The heavy lifting of 

explaining why certain actions are right and others wrong is done by teasing out the relationship 

between rightness and the goodness of certain states of affairs, not between rightness, goodness, 

and the nature of practical reason. The result is a cavernous space – a “lacuna”, in Hurley’s 

words – between the idea that an action is the right one and the distinct claim that I have decisive 

reason to undertake that action. There is nothing in the claim, even if it is accepted, that the right 

action in a given situation is the one that maximizes welfare which, without more, reveals that 

this moral standard is rationally authoritative. There is a sense in which the ships of Kantianism 

and Consequentialism, then, cross even further in the night than is often imagined. Their 

adherents are engaged in different projects with different normative aspirations, a gulf that 

created by more than disparate content of the moral standards they work out.  

 While one would hesitate to suggest Williams was engaged in moral theory, his work 

plainly offers an account of the nature of reasons and their foundational role in human agency. 

Recalling the preceding discussion of Williams’ picture of agency, reasons are exclusively 

sourced from the projects, commitments, and attachments that belong to a person. It follows that 

if something is rationally authoritative for me, there exists something in the stuff of my character 

that makes this so. Hurley leverages this link between first-personal reflection and reasons to cast 

doubt on consequentialism’s claim that its injunctions are normatively binding upon rational 

agents. If the above picture of deliberative practice is correct, the reasons prescribed by 

consequentialism must reflect the presence of a ground project or attachment contributing to 

optimal states of affairs. The problem for consequentialism is that its injection into an agent’s 

deliberative outlook undercuts precisely the normative salience that morality claims for itself. 

Consequentialism’s source of reasons depends on its status as a project which an agent 
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recognizes as being one around which she should structure her life. Once her deliberative space 

reflects this fact, however, the agent in question will view consequentialism’s characteristic 

reasons amongst the milieu of deliberative outcomes available to her given the constitution of her 

perspective. Reasons to maximize happiness appear alongside more personal ones like 

commitments to a craft or to the happiness of one’s children. Naturally, as even the narrow 

reading of Williams makes clear, consequentialism’s reasons often run aground against common 

sense judgments about how people should act. When its characteristic reasons run aground 

against the reasons spawned by other commitments, consequentialism is squeezed by a paradox: 

it either calls upon us to do what we quite literally do not have decisive reason to do, or it cedes 

its claim to normative supremacy in the wake of a personal reason the agent recognizes as 

authoritative. This paradoxical element of consequentialist moral reasoning follows from the 

theory’s acceptance of a traditional picture of reasoning combined with a radical revision of the 

content of morality and the expectations it places on people.   

Consequentialism cannot be a source of authoritative moral reasons once it enters into the 

deliberative space in which agents sort out their reasons for action. It either clashes with other 

reasons an agent has, in which case its binding claims fall on deaf ears, or the normative 

supremacy of its reasons must be dropped when we recognize that another reason is, in fact, 

decisive. This revised understanding of the integrity objection can be taken narrowly, as a 

statement of limited salience of the ‘summing-up’ normative logic of act-consequentialism and 

its increasingly complex offshoots, but it would seem that the imposition of a motivational rider 

on the authority of moral reasons suggests the objection has a scope beyond even the myriad 

disciples of Bentham. The closing pages of Williams’ essay ‘Persons, Character, Morality’ seem 

to validate this idea that the theme of integrity has broader aspirations than the embarrassment of 
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consequentialist reasoning about morality. When Williams writes there of “the necessity that 

such things as deep attachments to other persons will express themselves in ways which cannot 

at the same time embody the impartial view”12, he presents an irreducible cleavage between the 

point of view required to be a utilitarian and the kinds of commitments which any ordinary 

person will possess. The challenge is not that it will be painful for a person to break from their 

personal commitments and convictions – surely a utilitarian would solemnly nod in agreement at 

this point – but that utilitarian reasons cannot operate in the way they are called to once they 

share deliberative space with these commitments. If a person’s life is colored in by the contents 

of their character, which for Williams’ it must be, then the hold of an impartial moral scheme can 

never be as rigid as it must claim to be.  

This is a statement of an irreducible schism that exists between the impersonal status of 

moral reasons and the inherently personal character of deliberative life, a tension that cannot be 

ameliorated by setting aside the specifics of act-utilitarianism in favor of, for example, a rule-

based conception, or even jumping ship to something like Kantianism. Hurley’s interpretation of 

Williams’ argument suggests that impersonality and the categorical authority of moral reasons 

are the blend that makes consequentialism ill-suited to the task of anchoring a plausible account 

of moral reasoning. This represents an important challenge to consequentialism while also 

articulating the deliberative constraints to which any moral theory must be sensitive if it is to 

anchor an agent’s practical thought. The following section considers whether Contractualism 

presents an account of moral reasoning that captures the authority of its reasons without effacing 

the first-personal character of deliberation. 

 

 
12 Williams (1981), 18. 
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Chapter Four: Scanlon on Normativity and Morality 
 

I have suggested that Williams’ discussion of integrity is intended to reveal an irreducible 

tension between an intuitively compelling picture of human agency, characterized by 

deliberation sensitive to the constituents of a person’s character, and the impartially binding 

status of moral reasons. The point of view one must inhabit to recognize the salience of these 

latter reasons is incompatible with the sensitivity to one’s character that is essential to being an 

integrated agent. Contractualism offers a different account of moral reasoning in the inter-

personal context. It leverages the idea of justification to at once explain the nature of the property 

of moral wrongness and outline the general motivation we have for steering clear of it. Its 

essential claim is that actions are wrong if their performance under the circumstances would be 

ruled out by principles for the regulation of conduct in said situations which no one could 

reasonably reject. The goal posts of right and wrong for a given situation are fixed by the kinds 

of reasons people in general have for rejecting or licensing principles for its regulation. 

Scanlon’s substantive moral theory rests upon a normative framework that is different 

from Williams’ in a number of important ways. This chapter focuses on these distinctions and 

their implications for Scanlon’s view. In particular, I emphasize the contrast between Williams’ 

and Scanlon’s respective treatment of desire. The ultimate upshot of this section is that Scanlon’s 

view preserves the first-personal nature of reasoning that is central to Williams’ view, but does 

so without relying upon the fraught concept of desire to do so. This lays the groundwork for 

Scanlonian Contractualism to present an account of moral reasoning that is true to the 

phenomenology of everyday practical reflection while also capturing the normative weight of 

moral considerations. This picture is essential to the view’s ability to offer a substantive account 

of moral reasoning that ameliorates the concerns Williams has about such a project.  
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Reasons as Normatively Basic  

 The first plank of Contractualism concerns the nature of reasons and their role in 

structuring and guiding practical thought. Reasons are primitive according to Scanlon, meaning 

they cannot be analyzed beyond the idea that they are considerations that “count in favor” of 

some attitude, belief, etc. When we say that there is a reason to learn French what we are strictly 

saying is that there is a consideration that counts in favor of doing so. And to claim that reading 

Proust as it was written counts in favor of learning French is to articulate the existence of a 

reason to that effect. Articulating Scanlon’s conception of reasons in this way helps relay the 

difference between his normative commitments and those of Williams discussed in the preceding 

chapter. For Williams, the only reasons that exist are those which can be traced to an agent’s 

“subjective motivational set”, a matter that is settled by whether sound deliberation on the part of 

an agent could result in their recognition of a reason. If a “sound deliberative route” can be 

identified between my desires, dispositions, and commitments and taking up golf then I have a 

reason to do so. To call this an internal reason, for Williams, is a tautology: the only reasons 

there are have this property of existing, either consciously or latently, within an agent’s 

motivational set. 

 Scanlon’s account of reasons and their role in practical thought differs markedly from the 

“sub-Humean” picture that sustains Williams’ scepticism of external reasons. For Scanlon, a 

reason is just “a consideration that counts in favor of some judgment-sensitive attitude.”13 The 

existence of these considerations does not depend upon whether the effective deliberative 

management of a person’s character would prompt their recognition. The considerations that 

count in favor of displaying sincere regard for the interest of one’s friends, even when doing so 

 
13 Scanlon, 67 
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involves some sacrifice for oneself, are not ontologically threatened by a selfish person’s 

unwillingness or inability to grant these considerations the deliberative weight they 

characteristically possess. It is precisely the failure to recognize the considerations that count in 

favor of being a good friend that ground criticism of a selfish person’s failure to do so.  

 Scanlon makes way for this foundational account of reasons and deliberation by 

considering the tenability of ‘desire-theories’ of motivation. As Scanlon puts it, it is generally 

accepted that desire-theories of normativity ascribe two features to their central explanatory 

concept: 1) motivational force and 2) normative significance.  The thrust of 1) is that desires are 

what spring agents into action. The second claim about desires, that they are of normative 

significance, suggests that an agent having a reason is parasitic upon her possession of a prior 

desire to this effect. On views of this kind, like that of Williams, I have reason to go to my tennis 

lesson because I have a desire to; if this psychological state vanished – say I became enamored 

with a documentary on the Vietnam war that extended into the time my lesson was to take place 

– my reason for going to the lesson would disappear along with it. Scanlon’s claim is that 

experiential states of this kind do not themselves bear much motivational load. It is not the desire 

for this thing that moves me, but my judgment that the documentary presents considerations that 

count in favor of watching it. The awareness of a reason to do so plays the motivational role 

typically assigned to desire. The upshot of Scanlon’s claim so far is that looking through desire 

enables us to see that possessing one “involves a tendency to see something as a reason.”14 

Desire-theory’s central defect lies in ascribing special motivational power to a hermetically-

sealed idea of desire, one that excludes this plausible feature of deliberation and action. This 

observation enables us to make sense of the familiar experience of observing within oneself a 

 
14 Scanlon, 39 
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persisting, sometimes powerful, desire for some object while nonetheless recognizing that you 

have no reason to pursue this thing, and would recognize it as a deliberative failure to move in 

pursuit of it. Accounts which anchor deliberation to desire make the mistake of isolating desire 

as a “special source of motivation” that exists independent from our identification of things as 

reasons.15 Expanding the scope of practical thought to capture the myriad constituents of a 

typical deliberative field, we see that desires lack the character required to properly play this 

role, and they prove equally incapable of licensing the judgments and actions of rational beings.  

Scanlon and Williams on The Conditions of Reasons  

The different treatment of the idea of a reason between Scanlon and Williams is 

illuminated by considering the differing roles that idiosyncratic, personal factors play in shaping 

the normative milieu in which an agent operates and the kind of considerations that bear on her. 

One way of understanding the difference in the views is to see Williams’ as personalizing the 

requirement that reasons be normatively salient. In particular, the idea of a desire, either 

cognized or latent, is for Williams the central truth-maker of statements about the reasons an 

agent has. This mode of argument involves seeing the central work in normativity to be a matter 

of determining, by reference to the content of an agent’s character, the ontological status of the 

motivational items singled out by reasons-statements. The introduction of this personal rider to 

claims about the existence of reasons resonates as a response to the view that it is irrational to 

deliberate and act in ways ruled out by a decisive normative judgment. Many charges can be 

levied against the cold and hollow Bazarov from Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons, but it is not clear 

that irrationality is one. He certainly lacks the dispositions of a kind person, but how this should 

count as evidence of his failure as a rational agent is less clear.  

 
15 Scanlon, 40 
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 The Scanlonian line on this Williamsian point is two-fold. First, it is true that 

irrationality is a difficult charge to sustain against people whose behavior nonetheless seems 

mistaken in the relevant way. But the salience of such a claim – that cruelty is not only wrong, 

but an offense upon reason – need not be a success condition of moral theory and the judgments 

it purports to ground. It seems to be enough to say that a person who is cruel acts and deliberates 

in a defective manner and is thus making a serious mistake. They certainly respond to reasons 

improperly, but this does not make them irrational. The upshot of Scanlon’s position is that it is 

best to conceive of rationality and its absence in a narrow manner, where it is a question of 

systematic coherence between various thoughts and actions. A person does act irrationally when 

they fail to conform their attitude to considered judgments they maintain. But the charge lands 

with force here because of a schism between professed consideration and attitude. Where a 

considered view that one should be patient with one’s friends’ peculiar but understandable 

anxieties is absent, someone who is short with them in situations where these arise is surely 

deficient as a friend in this respect, but not irrational. Indeed, this seems to line up with the 

substance of moral life. Our practice of judgment seems rightly interested in the considerations 

that move people (or, often, those that fail to), not their quality as manager of a set of rational 

faculties. Once the idea of irrationality as a bulwark of moral judgment has been exorcized, it 

becomes possible to decouple that charge from the idea that normative standards can govern 

agents who deny them. When a dinner guest requests a California red with salmon, they fall 

afoul of the considerations that bear on the enjoyment of both of those items regardless of 

whether this pairing is what their assessment of their reasons led them to call for. The mistake 

lies precisely in the considerations relevant to the situation being absent this deliberation.   
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The departure from irrationality as a central category of normative judgment enables 

Scanlon to offer an account of reasons that lines up with ordinary practice better than those 

which rely on judgments about irrationality. While this cuts against Williams’ reading of what 

sustains moral theory, both views operate on the basis of a general idea that reasons are 

considerations which reasons-sensitive beings can recognize – thus aggregation is said to lack 

the personal purchase that utilitarians ascribe to it – but this is a general requirement on what can 

count as a reason, not a condition imposed by the character of individual agents. The 

considerations that bear on us are really out there, whether or not we in particular are disposed to 

perceive them. But they must, in general, be the kinds of things rational beings can pick up on.  

Internalism therefore identifies an important aspect of deliberative experience that moral theory 

can conceivably overlook, namely the personal nature of reasons-assessment. But the essential 

commitment which the view leverages to answer this problem is not ameliorative even to 

someone who shares Williams’ scepticism for the normative salience of consequential moral 

theories. By resorting to the citadel of desire, that view weds itself to a concept whose 

explanatory power is incapable of bearing the load internalism calls for.  
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Chapter Five: Moral Normativity: Structure and Motivation 
 

This first move of this thesis drew on Paul Hurley’s reading of Williams to support the 

idea that the normative foundations of utilitarian reasoning misunderstand the role that moral 

considerations play in an agent’s deliberative experience. This reading suggests that the ether of 

Williams’ polemical writings on the gulf between utilitarianism’s normative conclusions and the 

character of typical people was less a worry about the former rupturing the latter, but a powerful 

statement on the limited claim to authority of utilitarian reasons. Outside the treatises of 

consequentialism one need not weep for integrity, since an integrated agent is one for whom 

considerations about maximal aggregate utility will neither shape their deliberative field nor 

move them in the way that Williams thinks reasons always do. Earlier, I contended that this 

objection reaches beyond act-consequentialism. The picture of agency which sustains Williams’ 

claims about the unauthoritative character of consequential reasons presents a more general 

objection to moral theory per se. This chapter denies the force of this claim as it relates to 

Contractualism. If Williams’ discussion of the schism between integrity and utilitarianism’s 

impartial authority has successfully foisted a ‘problem of motivation’ upon that view, it has done 

so because that view assumes a picture of deliberative practice in which projects are the 

wellspring of reasons. It is the impossibility of injecting an impersonal, binding project into a 

deeply personal motivational structure that dooms utilitarianism, and the morality system more 

broadly, as an account of moral reasoning. If utilitarianism is to be capable of guiding my 

deliberation and action, it must fit into the web of projects that, on Williams’ view, are the source 

of my reasons; but if it is to enter into this web, it cannot lay claim to the impersonal normative 

authority that characterizes morality. Instead, it cedes this status in favor of presenting reasons 

which exist along the same normative plane that characterizes a person’s deliberative outlook.  
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Contractualism rests upon a sharp departure from we might call the Humean orthodoxy 

on desire’s status in deliberative practice. If the picture of reasons presented in that section 

stands, Scanlon is equipped to explain how normative content can operate in the face of an agent 

who, for some reason or another, fails to give these considerations their proper weight in 

deliberation. The initial importance of this account lay in its ability to capture the 

phenomenological character of reasoning and the substance of normative reflection. Seeing 

reasons simply as considerations in favor of some judgment-sensitive attitude, the common 

patterns of speech around someone who fails to see the beauty of a work of art, or scoffs at a 

protest for social justice because it interferes with the coverage of a football game. It is precisely 

the considerations that they overlook, ignore, or otherwise relate to improperly that ground our 

judgments about their deliberative errors. Whether or not they have a desire to display 

sympathies to people addressing institutional inequities is beside the point.  

The importance of this Scanlonian departure from Williams’ deliberative outlook is 

highlighted by a concern of the latter’s which echoes despite this difference between their views. 

The Williamsian theme of motivational power as a condition of and license for normative 

authority illuminates the dilemma of explaining the normative authority of morality. Unlike the 

specific objection concerning utilitarianism’s situation in the deliberative space of an integrated 

agent, this is not a worry which Contractualism can sideline through a competing, and ultimately 

more plausible, account of reasons. The matter of explaining the normative force of morality is 

one which any serious candidate moral theory must tackle head-on. It is to this project which my 

paper now turns.  

 Scanlon’s discussion of moral motivation begins by casting the Contractualism’s burden 

in relief. While any candidate moral theory must address and explain the matter of morality’s 
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reasons-giving force, the success of an account of this kind does not depend upon its ability to 

prove that everyone, even that murky idea of an ‘amoralist’, is bound to accept its rationale about 

the normative potency of moral considerations. The problem with an account of this kind, and 

the reason it should not be seen as a requirement on moral theory per se, is that it “suggests that 

we think we should abandon our concern for right and wrong unless some additional ground for 

it can be provided.”16 This search represents an inversion of the character of reflection on the 

kinds of reasons that we respond to when thinking about right and wrong. In general, Scanlon 

thinks, we are concerned to at least some degree with these considerations, and what is called for 

is a fuller account of why these considerations possess the deliberative weight it is typical to 

assign to them. On Scanlon’s view, then, the burden for proposals concerning moral normativity 

is not to identify a commitment held by all, even the amoralist, which grounds the normative 

force of moral considerations. The existence of agents for whom these considerations enter the 

deliberative sphere with limited force, if they enter at all, is not a problem which Contractualism 

must explain, or explain away.   

 Setting aside the false-start of moral normativity for amoralists, Scanlon observes two 

explanatory challenges presented by the idea of the moral ‘must’ which Contractualism needs to 

fill in. The first is one he calls “the problem of priority.” The invocation of priority here captures 

the idea that moral considerations have a normative trump over other values we recognize. The 

problem is to explain how this is the case. Relatedly, the second explanatory burden for 

Contractualism is drawn from what can be called the problem of significance. The failure to 

appreciate moral reasons is a mistake with greater weight than deliberative missteps concerning 

the value of art or sport. What is it about a person’s failure to recognize the force of moral 

 
16 Scanlon, 148 
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reasons that places a gulf between us – presuming for the moment that we are moved by the 

considerations of right and wrong – and them?  

The Scylla and Charybdis of Prichard’s Dilemma  

One way to conceive of Scanlon’s task at this stage of his presentation of Contractualism 

is to consider what it is about an action’s being wrong that provides us with a reason to refrain 

from undertaking it. Scanlon observes that in formulating an answer to this question one runs 

into a dilemma borne of the uncertain relationship between the property of wrongness and the 

kind of answer we should hope to offer about its normative connection to agents. That is to say, 

accounts of the reason-giving force of morality must evade what Scanlon refers to as “Prichard’s 

Dilemma” after H. A. Prichard, whose work detailed a similar problem. As Scanlon conceives of 

the dilemma, its two horns are circularity and an effacement of the moral content which one 

expects in an account of morality’s normative force. If we claim that wrongness counts as a 

reason to refrain from an action, we have simply presumed the normative authority we thought to 

explain. But if an explanation of the normative power of moral reasons is sourced from, say, self-

interested concerns about avoiding the scorn of one’s peers then we have not described the kind 

of reason that a moral person would recognize.   

It seems inadequate to simply restate, in increasingly grave tones, the idea that wrongness 

supplies a reason of the powerful form outlined above.  Surely someone interested in inter-

personal morality holds this to be true, but it is reasonable to nonetheless call for a non-circular 

account of what makes it that way. Yet attempts to provide a non-trivial grounding of the 

normative power of judgments of right and wrong run into their own obstacle: leveraging a non-

moral value – welfare or social stability, say – to ground the reasons spawned by considerations 

of right and wrong seems to obliterate the very perspective from which those judgments come. It 
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would be strange to think that a moral person is, ultimately, moved to act by the reasons which 

non-moral values present. The motivation that characterizes a person concerned with what we 

owe to each other should have something to do with the idea of wronging a person, and the 

compelling reasons we have for refraining from acting in such a manner. To the extent this 

content cannot be supplied purely by considerations extraneous to morality, something further 

than a non-moral value is required. The unwelcome tension that results between the moral point 

of view and a given non-moral value suggests that this account cannot properly characterize the 

deliberative practice of even a minimally decent moral person. To the extent that Scanlon’s 

earlier claim about the kind of explanation we are after is correct, this represents an 

insurmountable hurdle for views whose axiological components draw no normative force from 

the substance of moral life. Accounts of moral normativity must pursue non-triviality without 

exiting the sphere of moral consideration entirely.  

A second division between accounts of the grounds of moral reasons rests upon the 

degree to which they draw on formal or substantive conceptions of morality’s normative force. 

Formal accounts “appeal to considerations that are as far as possible independent of the appeal of 

any particular ends”17, and their torch-bearer is typically taken to be Kant. The Categorical 

Imperative reflects an attempt to derive the unshakeably binding character of moral principles 

from the structure of rational agency and the kind of cognition bound up within it. Susceptibility 

to moral duty follows, once Kant has laid out his argumentative project, straightforwardly from 

the character of principles and the rational agents whom they govern.18 Substantive accounts of 

 
17 Scanlon, 150 
18 Kant, Immanuel. Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals. Routledge, 2015. The idea that 
morality sits upon a foundation of practical reason is evident from Kant’s discussion of the 
Categorial Imperative at page 74.    
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moral normativity account for the reasons-giving force of moral judgments by spelling out “the 

particular form of value that we respond to” when observing considerations of right and wrong.19 

This class of explanations leverages an axiological account of inter-personal moral practice that 

sheds light on the determinate content of the reasons we respond to when engaged in this 

practice. Scanlon cites Macintyre’s discussion of Scholastic Aristotelian morality as an example 

of an attempt to carry through this project.20 Morality’s hold on agents is grounded, so they 

claimed, by its necessary contribution to an agent attaining the end proper to them, and in its 

relation to Divine law. The content of these considerations draws on axiological stuff  – a 

“specific good”21 – which is not merely a restatement of moral judgment, but is nonetheless 

related to it in some way.  

Views on either side of this taxonomical line are beset by distinct challenges. Formal 

views stake the success of their account on their ability to deliver the necessarily binding 

character that is typically assumed of moral judgment. Indeed, structuring one’s conception of 

moral normativity around this idea of the moral ‘must’ seems at first glance to be a virtue of this 

class of theories. The problem is the cost at which such an account gives color to the binding 

character of moral judgments. By tethering the reasons-giving force of morality to the nature of 

reason, or some particular feature of the agent in whom it is instantiated, formal accounts cut off 

the route to a sensible explanation of the serious mistake made by someone who does not afford 

moral considerations their proper deliberative role. The issue with a moral wrong, and the 

reasons giving considerations their proper weight, does not seem to helpfully explained in terms 

of logical consistency. It would be peculiar to lament a wrong because it reflected fallacious 

 
19 Scanlon, 150 
20 MacIntrye, Alasdair. After Virtue. University of Notre Dame Press, 1981.  
21 Scanlon, 150 
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reasoning on the part of its perpetrator. It is strange to hold that rational consistency is what 

explains why it is wrong to make a joke at another person’s expense in order to bridge a silent 

moment in a social setting. Fallacious reasoning seems to play no role in coloring the experience 

of being wronged in this way.   

Unsurprisingly, given their disparate character, substantive accounts do not share with 

their formal counterparts this particular worry. They do, however, face a particular explanatory 

hurdle concerning the priority and salience of the consideration(s) from which they draw the 

reasons-giving force of moral judgments. This heightened problem of priority is illuminated by 

the familiar objections to utilitarianism’s aggregative, eudaimonic criterion of right and wrong. 

While happiness strikes many as an appealing source of normative content, since it is typically 

held to have a firm ontological and prudential basis, it is at best a partial anchor of moral 

normativity. As Scanlon notes here and quite extensively in an earlier section dedicated to 

welfare’s normative capabilities, the utilitarian account of right and wrong seems to frequently 

drift away from our idea of right and wrong. As Scanlon succinctly puts it, “many acts are wrong 

even though they have little or no effect on people’s happiness, and the fact that an action would 

promote aggregate happiness does not guarantee it is right.”22 This statement captures the twin-

blind spot of utilitarian morality: its scans of the moral environment, based as they are on sums 

of welfare, fail to observe instances where claims are grounded in considerations aside from 

comparative welfare levels, and its treatment of maximal welfare as a decisive reason blinds it to 

the reasons such an action might nonetheless be reasonably objected to. It does not seem that 

reference to welfare can underscore every instance of a wrong-making property, nor can it 

explain why this property counts in this case as a reason to refrain from so acting.    

 
22 Scanlon, 152 
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Contractualism gives sense to the idea of wrongness through reference to the idea that 

there are reasons people have for holding that the undertaken of certain actions is not 

permissible. To illuminate this facet of the view, Scanlon invokes civil and criminal law as a 

partial analogy for the kind of thought that Contractualism invites us to undertake: both arts 

involve careful reflection about how there is reason for people to deliberate about what to do. 

The limits of this analogy are, however, numerous. Most obvious is that the system of incentive 

and sanction, which may work well to capture the generation and uptake of reasons offered by 

law, differs meaningfully from the picture of moral normativity Scanlon has carved out for 

Contractualism. Contractualism is not looking to offer a Hartian account of moral considerations, 

where all actions are assigned a corresponding ‘price’ in terms of various sanctions. Further, 

even on an account of law which scales back this economy-of-action model, it is common for the 

reasons that a statute is authored to differ from the considerations that lead people to bring their 

behavior in line with it. Regulation of the investment management industry leverages the 

category of fiduciary in order to contribute to a relationship where trust can grow from shared 

understanding about the status of the principal’s interests; it is quite possible, though, that an 

agent will overlook this reason to prioritize the interests of their client, being moved instead by 

an effort to succeed in this particular avenue of work so that they may soon dart to another. This 

normative schism, where the reasons that law attempts to cultivate can be mirrored by entirely 

different considerations that result in performance with the letter of the law, is not a feature of a 

typical person who takes seriously the considerations of inter-personal morality. Instead, in the 

latter case “these two kinds of reasons flow from the same more general reason: the reason we 

have to live with others on terms that they could not reasonably reject.”23  The reason for giving 
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considerations of right and wrong serious weight in our deliberative practice extends from this 

more general reason. Justifiability to others as the basic moral motive can be more fully rendered 

through comparison to Mill’s idea that the “social feelings of mankind” give rise to “a desire to 

be in unity with our fellow creatures”.  The claim here is not that our aim to relate to others on 

terms of mutual justification should be understood as a mechanism by which we can live in unity 

with others. Such an instrumental treatment of right and wrong is precisely one horn of 

Prichard’s Dilemma which Contractualism aims to avoid. Instead, the reasons for acting towards 

others in a manner that is justifiable to them flows from the potent reasons we have for 

respecting the value of human life, which involves appreciating that each human being as a 

“locus of reasons”.24 Relating to others according to terms that are justifiable to them as beings 

who are the source of such reasons explains how moral considerations can exhibit priority.  

It has already been noted that for Mill what counts as acting rightly will not necessarily 

fit the bill according to Contractualism, since the former will always overlook considerations that 

do not point directly to aggregate welfare but are nonetheless morally relevant. But Mill’s idea of 

unity differs in other ways from the Contractualism account of why we have reason to take the 

considerations of inter-personal morality seriously. First, unity on Mill’s view is a sentiment, and 

so is taken to be a natural pillar of human psychology. This claim is bound up with the idea, 

rejected by Scanlon, that motivation is in general a matter of possessing a certain psychic 

element like a desire. Contractualism presents a different picture of deliberative action, where 

once someone appreciates something as a reason there is nothing left to say about their 

motivation to do whatever corresponds with that reason. It is also essential for the plausibility of 

Contractualism that it not (necessarily, in general) derive either the criterion of wrongness or our 
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general motivation to avoid it from the aim to achieve actual consensus with other people. As 

should be clear, in many cases doing what is right requires breaking from conventional wisdom 

on a matter; landmark wins for social justice have always involved pushing back against the 

commitments of a majority who seek to preserve some sort of social or cultural stasis. The 

question of whether tangible consensus is something one has reason to seek will depend on the 

situation in which one finds oneself, but it is always the case that moral reflection is a matter of 

determining the principles that underwrite a course of action which no one could reasonably 

reject.  

 Contractualism’s account of moral motivation is intended to traverse the turbulent waters 

of Prichard’s dilemma. Relating to others on terms that are justifiable to them is plainly 

connected to morality, but the reasons we have for wanting to pursue relations that have this 

character give it an appeal that goes beyond a circular account of moral normativity. Beyond 

this, justifiability is a familiar feature of practical thought. It is well suited to the complexities of 

moral motivation. The section following this one examines in greater detail the operative 

reasoning that this motivation gives rise to. To close this chapter, it is worth returning to a 

Williamsian objection to the normative priority of moral considerations in light of the partial 

commitments and values that structure our lives. The way that Contractualism’s motivational 

fulcrum point – the ideal of relating to others on terms that are justifiable to them – deals with 

this concern brings to the fore considerations that turn out to be crucial to Scanlon’s ability to 

weather the objections of Williams that land with force against consequential accounts of 

morality. 

 The problem of priority is a feature of the potential for values to conflict in the practical 

domain. This conflict is most evident when an agent deliberates about what action to take and is 
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led in the course of her deliberation to “incompatible demands to action.”25 Not all normative 

schisms confront an agent in situations where some sort of action is called for, and 

discrimination between various candidate actions is undertaken. There is, as Scanlon points out, 

a deeper sense of axiological conflict where one value seems to forestall the normative salience 

of considerations that another value calls for. This tension is deeper than the instance of a 

forking-path deliberation about how to act in a given case since morality often calls upon us to 

exclude certain considerations from the class of reasons. To bring out this complex idea Scanlon 

highlights Bernard Williams’ idea that a moral justification of expressing partial concern 

represents ‘one thought too many’ in the mind of an agent who is to sincerely enjoy, say, a 

loving relationship with their partner. It does violence to the idea of such a commitment, 

Williams thinks, to suggest that fidelity to this person depends upon the architecture of moral 

permissibility, a feature of the commitment that would seem to undercut the strong, 

unconditional character of the attachment in the first place. The novelty of Williams’ objection 

lies not simply in the idea that morality is demanding. Utilitarians and Kantians can respond that 

they concur with Williams’ assessment while suggesting that within their exacting moralities 

there nonetheless exist permissions to care for family and friends, and some degree of space for 

one’s own projects. The effective altruist must, after all, take some leisure time so that they 

might remain productive in the investment banking job they have undertaken for charitable 

purposes. Williams’ objection, as was outlined in the first chapter, is rather that the attitudes and 

dispositions required to have relationships governed by love are ruled out by the kind of 

impartiality that these moral systems call for, since the precise content these relations present to 
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us in deliberation involve preference and priority for these particular people. The viewpoints of 

friendship and of impartiality are in irresolvable tension. 

 Scanlon’s Contractualism presents an ameliorative reply to precisely this worry. One way 

it looks to achieve a resolution to Williams’ worry is arguing that morality, understood on the 

Contractualist picture, actually does give room for the personal values and commitments that 

Williams is keen to safeguard. Since the success of this project depends upon the broader 

tenability of Contractualism’s deliberative picture, I come to it in the next section. For now, it is 

enough to consider the second pillar of Contractualism’s softening of this supposed tension 

between partial concern and impartial morality: relationships of the kind invoked by Williams 

display in their own normative logic a regard for morality, enabling them to cede the normative 

salience of the considerations of partiality they present when these conflicts with what we owe 

each other. This point is illustrated through an extended examination of friendship, discussion of 

which closes out this chapter.  

 The considerations we respond to in the course of developing and maintaining 

relationships of friendship helpfully erode the two horns of Prichard’s dilemma. Friendship is, it 

seems most of us, plainly something that contributes to the richness of one’s life. To the extent 

that this is true we have reasons to cultivate relations of this kind because we recognize that they 

benefit us. But the entire range of normative content that governs friendship cannot be reduced to 

the benefits it confers us, since part of what it is to be a decent friend is to be disposed to show 

concern for another person simply because they are one’s friend, not because you see yourself 

engaged in a temporally extended practice of bartering with them. Being a friend involves 

making time in one’s schedule to drop into their jazz performance, not so that you can call them 

up for a favor later in the week, but because you take their interest in being supported and cared 
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for as a reason to do the things that contribute to them feeling that way. Healthy relations are 

premised upon mutual knowledge of other-regarding concern, and the idea that our friend’s 

claims present decisive reasons for action without reference to any self-regarding concern. 

This example illustrates the kind of healthy linkage between moral and non-moral value that 

enables Contractualism to evade the horns of Prichard’s dilemma. Friendship is good for people 

who give its characteristic considerations the appropriate deliberative attention, but the 

phenomenological content of taking these to be good reasons is drawn not from this external 

benefit but from the idea that this is what friends do for each other. Once the synchronicity 

between moral and non-moral considerations in appreciated in this case, it becomes easier to see 

how a morally motivated person can recognize the force of baldly moral reasons while also 

feeling a personal pull towards the kind of relationships they permit. Scanlon uses tennis at one 

point to highlight the practice of bracketing certain considerations from our deliberation, and it 

seems a fruitful argumentative resource in this case too. For anyone who has played even 

marginally competitive tennis, be it at a club level or just among friends, it is clear that each 

player’s privileged access to their own service line and baseline presents the conditions for moral 

hazard. Knowledge of where the ball lands on my side of the court tends to be held exclusively 

by me, and in terms of the brute logic of points acquisition it could be said I have an ‘interest’ in 

exploiting this knowledge asymmetry to rob you of points which you have unknowingly won. 

But for most of us, I think, this deceitful practice is not taken seriously as a mode of competitive 

interaction, and this is not merely because such a practice dulls the feeling of securing a merited 

victory. Instead, we recognize that participation in a match in which each point is contested 

according to the rules that govern the sport enables a better match, and that doing so requires 

holding up our end of the bargain we have undertaken with the player on the other side of the 
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court. Enjoying a well-governed match in which good shots are rewarded – at least according to 

the logic of the rules, though bad bounces are of course unavoidable to some extent – requires 

taking seriously the considerations of fairness and sportsmanship. Knowledge that the other 

player has an overriding objection to a dishonest rendering of a given point would undermine the 

kind of tennis one can play if it involves this strategy.  
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Chapter Six: The Operation of Contractualism  

One aim of this paper has been to present the foundational elements of Contractualism 

that distinguish its character, especially with regard to normativity and motivation, from those of 

the moral theories at which Williams’ discussion of integrity takes aim.  For Williams, the 

reasoning characteristic of moral theory is a species of thought that is premised upon taking a 

perspective which agents who act from integrity will not, and cannot, take. This is so because an 

appreciation of the categorial salience of moral considerations runs roughshod over the 

importance we must ascribe to our projects, commitments, and relationships if these things are to 

form important parts of our life. As noted earlier, Williams takes the idea of moral justification to 

be a wedge which inserts itself between these two irreconcilable perspectives. The devotee of 

moral theory seeks to act in a manner that is justified, but the awareness of justification as a 

condition on, and source of, human conduct is inconsistent with the kind of attitudes we have 

towards our own commitments and projects.  

The particular deliberative role played by the ideal of justifiability to others also marks 

Contractualism, and so it might seem that the grounds for perspectival tension between personal 

and moral which afflict utilitarianism have not been remedied on Scanlon’s view  While a 

utilitarian is likely keen to suggest that their moral derivations produce reasons for action which 

are justified, this is “merely a consequence”26 of their commitments rather than an idea with 

moral content that informs the view. Since Contractualism’s account of right and wrong depends 

upon deploying the idea of justifiability, and its concomitant claims about whether or a not a 

candidate principle can be reasonably rejected, these ideas demand closer attention. One way to 

bring out the importance that Contractualism places on the idea of a principle’s reasonableness 
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for various people is to contrast that view’s implications for deliberation with the kind invited by 

Rawls’ Original Position. According to that device, working out the basic organizing principles 

of society involves reflecting on the principles a self-interested rational agent would choose. In 

the Original Position, this egoistic deliberation occurs absent any knowledge about either one’s 

status in society or the kind of values one will ultimately affirm. This is useful device for 

illuminating Contractualism because, at least at first glance, Rawls’ attempts at generating 

agreement on the basis of what people should accept line up with Contractualism. Rawls’ view 

builds off the Kantian idea that the content of moral principles can be specified by 

determinations about what rationality dictates, and that acting in this manner enables a rational 

agent to express their nature. The parallels between this view are clear but limited. While Justice 

as Fairness shares with Contractualism an interest in encouraging agents to bracket partial 

concerns in a way that safeguards their undue influence on deliberation, they go about achieving 

this in markedly different ways. It is clear from the motivational picture outlined in the preceding 

chapter that Contractualist moral reflection is shaped in importantly different ways from an 

attempt to derive principles that are rationally-mandated according to a narrow normative logic 

of self-interest. For Scanlon, moral reasoning is utterly unlike the solipsistic pursuit of self-

interest and security that follows from Rawls’ motivational stipulations concerning the Original 

Position. Instead, moral reasoning on the Contractualist picture involves reflection on the 

substantive merits of different people’s claims about given principles, especially the fitness of 

these principles as “the basis of mutual recognition and accommodation.”27 Assessments of the 

strength of different objections to proposed principles for the regulation of a given situation 

involve judgments with moral content. Contractualist reasoning does not presume to have a 
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foundation comprised of a ‘pre-moral’ rational criterion. While judgments concerning what 

people have reason to want or value will inevitably involve at times assessments of what is in 

their interest, the weight that such considerations have in determining the soundness of principles 

is a judgment with firmly moral content. In the same way that Contractualism is normative 

through and through, it is also committed to the idea that moral reasoning ultimately turns on 

substantive moral assessments and cannot be reduced to a discussion of non-moral criteria.  

An important feature of Contractualism’s appeal is that it characterizes a mode of 

reasoning that reflects many important assumptions about the nature of morality and coheres 

with the experience of deliberation that is both explicitly moral and not. It is thus worthwhile to 

consider how the elements of the Contractualist formula of wrongness feature in deliberation. 

The first step involves explaining why it should be principles that moral reasoning ultimately 

shines a light on. Principles’ prominent role in the Contractualism formula stems from the view’s 

emphasis on justification. When we take an action to be wrong, we hold in mind the idea that this 

judgment is true in virtue of some general characteristic of that action. Judging an act to be 

wrong does not merely involve seeing that instance of Jones tackling Smith after the referee had 

blown the whistle as wrong, but that this action has a more abstract property that makes it wrong. 

In some sense, Scanlon thinks, calling for a defense of the role for principles in moral thought 

represents a mischaracterization of the reasoning typical of that domain. When asked to justify a 

course of action, we inevitably aim to present reasons that validate the action and defeat other 

reasons against which ours could be said to run aground. This task requires identifying general 

considerations that one takes to license (and rule out) certain actions; it is never enough to 

pronounce that an act is wrong without an explanation that draws on reasons of this general 

character. Justification irreducibly involves claims about principles.  
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One virtue of this account is that it lines up with feature of moral reasoning that Scanlon 

thinks is unique to that domain of practical thought. When justification is sought for an action in 

the context of inter-personal morality, it is not enough to simply shrug one’s shoulders and 

restate one’s conclusion concerning permissibility. Unlike a striking reaction to a beautiful 

natural scene, one’s attitude towards matters of inter-personal morality requires more content 

than the broad affirmation or rejection that is perfectly passable for a Singer Sargent exhibition. 

Crucially, though, it is a mistake, in demanding some principled content, to call for definite 

formulas of permissibility that can be applied to a range of cases in order to decisively yield 

judgments of right and wrong. Much like with legal formulations, principles that license conduct 

and form the backbone of right and wrong must be sufficiently determinate to guide judgment 

and conduct over a certain domain of life, but it cannot be expected that reference to one settles 

every set of circumstances for which justification is called. Instead, principles should be taken as 

“general conclusions about the status of various kinds of reasons for action.”28 We generally 

recognize that it is important to be on time for things. We recognize the reasons other people 

have for wanting some degree of certainty about the way their time will be spent, and, beyond 

this, that taking another person’s standing seriously involves respecting agreements they have 

accepted about how their time will be spent. But it would be a mistake to suggest that a person 

who manages a heart condition is obligated to sprint to a restaurant in order to avoid being five 

minutes late for a lunch date. A principle that called for this action would be insensitive to the 

range of considerations that are relevant for cases of deliberating about how to manage one’s 

temporal relation to scheduled lunch arrangements. The considerations that count in favor of 

making a sincere effort to take another’s schedule seriously are obviously bracketed by 
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competing considerations about the reasons people have for refraining from acting in ways that 

threaten their life for the sake of five minutes. The substantive merits of these competing claims 

may seem obvious, but the point is that the principles we reach for when looking to justify 

ourselves to others will virtually always be much more abstract than imperatives for specific 

action across a range of cases. 

This paper already dispelled with the idea that a moral theory’s salience rises and falls 

with the force of its appeals to someone who asks, because they cannot see for themselves, for a 

reason they should care about morality. Now it can be noted that reflecting on the reasons that 

other individuals present is a natural consequence of searching for the principles that enable a 

person to live with others according to terms they would reasonably accept. The aim of 

determining and following principles which no one similarly motivated could reasonably reject 

requires considering the existence of standpoints other than our own, and the kind of 

considerations that are relevant to people who occupy them. It is by considering standpoints, in 

the Scanlonian sense, other than our own that we can take other people’s interests into account in 

a manner that is sufficiently broad and abstract to preserve the generality of reasoning about right 

and wrong. While it is natural to be moved initially by considerations of specific individuals, 

avoiding an atomistic conception of moral justification requires sensitivity to the “consequences 

of general performance” of having a given principle license conduct.29 To consider the viability 

of a given principle that would license conduct is to examine the kind of reasons that count in 

favor of, and against, this principle in virtue of characteristics which people have in general, 

rather than as features of their peculiar, personal identity. Standpoints are general, abstract points 
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of view from which the force of general, though certainly not universal, reasons can be 

appreciated. 

While this is presented as an ameliorative tool of reflection that allows people to 

appreciate the salience of reasons beyond any particular concrete context, the idea of standpoints 

might seem to present an insurmountable epistemic burden. How can we ever assess the 

implications of a principle if we have only imperfect knowledge about the claims of everyone 

affected by it, and who all of these people might even be? Contractualism replies to this worry by 

invoking the idea of generic reasons. These are reasons people have “in virtue of certain general 

characteristics”30, rather than reasons attributed to specific individuals. Generic reasons are 

supplied through a process of reflection about “commonly available information about people 

have reason to want.”31 This enables someone engaged in the mode of reasoning spelled out by 

Contractualism to overleap the epistemic concern outlined above. Instead of waiting for a 

determination of what the salient considerations for a given principle are for a concrete agent, 

one reflects on the kinds of reasons that people in that set of circumstances, with certain 

capabilities and commitments, have. Not only does this remove an epistemic barrier to 

Contractualism’s ability to assess the viability of proposed principles, it also reveals how reasons 

other than one’s own can plausibly figure in moral deliberation. A senior member of a firm who 

does not have a family or many commitments outside of their work may, when reflecting on 

what kind of requirements it is appropriate to place vis-à-vis ‘face time’ and presence at one’s 

desk, opt for ones drastically more lenient than what they would deem acceptable for themselves. 

One can recognize the force of other peoples’ reasons to maximize time at home even if these are 
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reasons which lack fitness and weight within one’s own life. Here, it is clear that morality often 

calls for us to accept the salience of considerations which in our own lives are quite irrelevant, 

and that our ability to do so does not require a particularly privileged epistemic situation. All that 

is relevant in the case spelled out above is a moment’s reflection on the values that many people 

profess concern for, and the reasons that someone who affirmed these would have to reject 

principles that overlooked them entirely.  

 Scanlonian Contractualism’s appeal to generic reasons fits well with the commonplace 

moral thought that a consideration whose potency is drawn from partiality is morally irrelevant. 

Scanlon thinks that principles favored solely by partial reasons about its impact on specific 

individuals can always be reasonably rejected, since it is unfair to elevate one person’s claim 

over all others simply because it is that person’s claim. If Will-favoring claims are granted 

special standing because they favor Will, Will’s interests trample upon others’ for no reason 

other than bare partiality. That manner of reflection on how a given situation should be regulated 

does violence to the idea of mutual recognition and cannot be justified to all those to whom 

justification is owed. A particular identification may, of course, turn out to be a morally relevant 

feature of a given situation, but whether this is true, and what force considerations of this kind 

will have, is determined by appeal to generic reasons about cases of this sort.  

This mode of moral deliberation, then, manifests the kind of abstraction and generality 

that characterizes inter-personal moral reasoning. But far from effacing the substance of the 

deliberating party’s identity, an appreciation of generic reasons which other people have is not 

premised upon a repudiation of one’s own commitments, projects, and attachments, even if, as in 

the ‘face time’ example, the content of the generic reason is not salient to the deliberating party. 

The reflective pattern characteristic of Contractualist reasoning – balancing the various reasons 
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which people have in general for wanting a given situation to be regulated by a given principle – 

does not require a person to abandon the viewpoint they take on their own lives.  It merely 

involves recognition that other people’s reasons may differ from one’s own, and that this bears 

on how we can expect them to feel about a given principle. Williams’ concern about 

irreconcilability loses its bite when, on Scanlon’s view, there is but one perspective which admits 

of my own reasons and my understanding of the reasons other people may have.  
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion  

This project began with an examination of Bernard Williams’ juxtaposition of the moral 

point of view with the perspective an integrated agent will take towards her life. In particular, 

utilitarian moral formulas run into trouble when the rational salience of their normative 

prescriptions is placed under any scrutiny. It is essential to the view that its offerings represent 

the claims of the moral point of view. They must rationally bind agents. The problem for this 

theory is that it relies upon the familiar notion of a reason for action as the means of delivering 

their counter-intuitive injunctions to maximize welfare, thus these supposedly impersonal 

reasons enter a deliberative milieu that is firmly personal. Once personal reasons and the projects 

that underlie them share a home with impersonal moral ones, the former cede their claim to 

normative supremacy. If they spur us to action it is because some aspect of our character singles 

them out as worth animating, but this requires a non-impersonal formulation of the reasons. 

Their uptake, if it takes occurs at all, therefore depends upon how a person reasons with the stuff 

of their character.  

 In light of the presentation of Scanlon’s view that followed that initial chapter, one way 

to understand Williams’ worry is to see it as a firm indictment of formal attempts at grounding 

the normative force of morality. Attempts to derive the salience of moral considerations from a 

basic, non-moral rendering of human psychology rely on a linkage between moral rightness and 

rationality that is at best tenuous. Williams’ discussion of integrity sheds valuable light on the 

limits of the formal strategy even if one accepts, as I argue one should, that his narrowly 

‘internal’ understanding of reasons and the outsize normative role he grants to desire do not 

accurately characterize our deliberative practice.  Scanlon’s Contractualism presents an attractive 
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alternative to the staple moral theories Williams impugns in part because this idea of rightness-

cum-rationality is asked to bear no weight.  

 The result is that Contractualism can soften the blow of personal conflict with impersonal 

moral standards. It does this by offering a more complete rendering of the psychological 

character of moral life in the context of mutual recognition, and by blending the impersonal 

elements of commonplace moral thought with the rich character of personal deliberation. It is 

striking just how different this picture is from Williams’ understanding of what morality asks of 

us. For him, moral motivation looks like the application of general, rational edicts that are 

different in kind from the attitudes we have towards particular people, in particular situations, at 

all other moments of our life. This characterization of morality as a separate chamber of 

normative content that demands fealty from all others is central to his critique of morality as an 

alien imposition on typical human psychology. By revealing the flimsiness of the division 

between personal reflection and moral considerations, Scanlon reduces the scope of Williams’ 

claim that moral and non-moral motivation have a “deeply disparate character.”32 Perhaps the 

ultimate takeaway of Williams’ objection is that it drives the final nail into the coffin of the idea 

that all agents, regardless of their character and commitments and the attitudes they hold towards 

others, are rationally defective if they do not take morality seriously.  While Williams may be 

right here, and the question is surely philosophically interesting, Scanlon’s discussion of moral 

normativity reveals the extent to which such a challenge is a false-start for any plausible moral 

theory. Contractualism does not impose from outside anything that is not entailed by the aim of 

relating to others on terms they have reason to accept.  
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