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Abstract

This thesis aims to articulate and defend a version of a ‘relational moral the-
ory.’ Many philosophers have argued that the non-instrumental value of certain
relationships, such as friendship and parenthood, can explain at least some of
our moral obligations. A relational moral theory extends this thought by ar-
guing that all, or most, of our moral judgements can be explained by the non-
instrumental value of one or more interpersonal relationships. The plausibility
of such views depend on the possibility of identifying a relationship that all
moral agents share—a ‘moral relationship’. While the idea of such a relation-
ship has featured in ethical writings as early as the Stoics, few attempts have
been made to develop a rigorous and precise understanding of this relationship.
This thesis therefore aims to articulate and defend a plausible understanding of
the moral relationship, and then to use it as a basis for outlining the structure
of a genuinely relational moral theory. It will argue that the moral relationship
is best understood as a broad and inclusive relationship shared by all who are
vulnerable to a distinct kind of ‘second-order evil.’ It will then argue that the
value of this relationship can provide the basis for a relational form of a con-
tractualist moral theory based on the work of T.M. Scanlon. Understanding
the nature of the moral relationship, and the role it plays in such theories, will
then be seen as a means of unifying, clarifying, and responding to a number of
influential objections against such theories, including objections concerning its
capacity to accommodate intuitions concerning cases of aggregation and our
obligations to future persons.
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Introduction and Overview

In the Crito Socrates’ friend Crito tries to convince Socrates that he should allow his friends

to bribe his prison guards and organise his escape. Socrates rejects Crito’s pleas, and insists

that he must stay in Athens and accept his sentence of death. The two view Socrates’

situation in very different terms. Crito insists that Socrates owes it to his friends to allow

them to organise his escape, as their reputation as friends will suffer if it becomes known

that they did not do what was necessary to save his life. Further, even if he cares not for

the reputation of his friends, Crito argues, Socrates owes it to his children to continue his

participation in their upbringing and education if he possibly can. Socrates, on the other

hand, famously argues that he owes it to his fellow Athenians to accept their judgement, as

he has lived and benefitted from their rules and cooperation for most of his life. While there

is much that divides them, both Socrates and Crito appear to agree on something important.

Both look to the various relationships in which Socrates participates in an effort to gain a

clearer understanding of his moral obligations. Crito looks to his friendships and familial

relationships, Socrates to the relationship he shares with his fellow Athenian citizens.

Both Socrates and Crito provide a helpful starting point for this thesis. They do so by

pointing to the fact that our moral judgements are often justified and defended by reference

to one of the many relationships in which we all share. We experience and understand a

great number of our moral obligations as obligations that flow from our obligations as, for

example, friends, citizens, and parents. Both Socrates and Crito appear to accept that such

relationships can play an important role in explaining and understanding at least some of our

moral obligations. Their disagreement appears first and foremost to concern the question of

what these various relationships demand, and which take priority in situations such as the

one facing Socrates.

My aim in this thesis will be to articulate and defend what might be regarded as an

ambitious extension of this thought. If some of our moral obligations might be explained by

3
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reference to the value of certain relationships such as parenthood and friendship, perhaps all

our moral judgements could be explained by reference to the value of various relationships?

This is what a relational moral theory attempts to argue. Such a theory argues that all, or

most, of our moral judgements are to be understood as reflections of the non-instrumental

value of one or more of our relationships.

One of the main challenges to such a view is to explain how our obligations to everyone,

including those with whom we do not naturally think of ourselves as sharing a relationship,

can be explained in terms of the value of a relationship. To answer this challenge a relational

moral theory must introduce the idea of a moral relationship that is sufficiently extensive

to include all moral agents. It is the details and structure of this relationship that it will be

my aim to explore and articulate in this thesis. While the idea of such a relationship has

featured metaphorically in a great deal of ethical writing, few attempts have been made to

provide it with a solid and systematic foundation. My aim will be to argue that, contrary

to some critics, a plausible notion of a moral relationship can be articulated and defended

by drawing on the structural features of a range of relationships with which we are already

familiar. I will then aim to show how such a relationship can be understood as valuable, and

that it can, as such, play a central role in a genuinely relational moral theory. The theory

that emerges will be closely modelled on T.M. Scanlon’s contractualism.

My aim in chapter 1 will be to outline the conceptual space for a relational moral theory. I

will do so by exploring the role more familiar relationships such as friendship and parenthood

play in morality, focusing on their role in justifying certain forms of partiality towards our

nearest and dearest. The success of these arguments will be seen to point the way towards

the possibility of a relational moral theory. I will then survey some examples of moral

theories that might be interpreted as instances of a relational moral theory, principally the

contractualism of Scanlon. From this survey the centrality of a broad and inclusive moral

relationship will emerge as one of the central challenges to the plausibility of relational

moral theories. I will conclude this chapter exploring what might motivate the pursuit

of a relational moral theory, and so a further investigation into the nature of the moral

relationship.

In chapter 2 I will turn to the task of clarifying the structure of the moral relationship.

While many have written metaphorically about a relationship uniting all humans and moral

agents, little has been written about the structural details of such a relationship. I will begin
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by surveying the structure of a number of more familiar relationships, and argue that it is

as the combination of the structural features of a range of such relationships that the moral

relationship is best understood. I will focus my attention on detailing the constitution of the

moral relationship, and will argue that this relationship is best understood as constituted

by a vulnerability to what has been labelled “second-order evils.”

In chapter 3 I will complete my account of the moral relationship by explaining how a

relationship constituted in the way outlined in chapter 2 can be thought of as valuable, and

how this value might be thought to give us reason for action. I will argue that, as in the

case of many other relationships, it is only some forms of the moral relationship that are

valuable. The valuable forms, I will argue, are specified by a relationship ideal given by

Scanlon’s contractualist formula. I will end this chapter by defending the moral relationship

against a number of objections, including the claim that the moral relationship is not a

genuine ‘relationship’ and the claim that relationships cannot carry non-instrumental value.

In the final chapter I will argue that an improved understanding of the moral relationship

and the corresponding structure of a relational moral theory can aid our understanding of

contractualist moral theories such as Scanlon’s. I will argue that it is the nature of the

moral relationship that explains several controversial features of Scanlonian contractualism,

including what have been labelled the ‘individualist’ and ‘impersonalist’ restrictions. I will

then show how a better understanding of the moral relationship can help unify a number

of disparate objections to Scanlonian contractualism, and how it might point towards new

solutions to several long-standing problems, including cases involving aggregation and future

persons.



Chapter 1

Relationships and Morality

1.1 Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to set the scene for an exploration and defence of what I will

call a relational moral theory. Relational moral theories are theories centred on the idea

that all moral agents share many important and potentially valuable relationships, and that

judgements of right and wrong are ultimately grounded in the value of these relationships.

My aim in this chapter will not be to defend such a view, nor to present such a theory in

any great detail, but rather to mark out the conceptual space for such a view and describe

some of the reasons that might motivate the pursuit of such a theory.

I will begin by describing a set of views that recognise certain familiar relationships as of

genuine but limited moral significance. While some have argued that the strict impartiality

of morality demands that we show no partiality towards our friends, family, or loved ones,

others have argued that the value of these relationships is such that they do in fact ground

the moral permissibility of certain limited forms of partiality. The resulting ‘hybrid’ views

present morality as a combination of the demands of the impartial good, constrained by

certain personal goods, such as our personal projects and relationships.

This line of argument will then be shown to point towards a more ambitious project. If

the small class of moral judgements concerned with permissible partiality can be explained

in terms of the value of certain relationships, it might be possible to extend this structure to

account for all, or at least a very significant class, of our moral judgements more generally.

This, I will argue, is precisely the ambition of T.M. Scanlon’s contractualist moral theory,

at least on one available reading. This form of contractualism is based on the idea that the

6
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value of a broad and inclusive moral relationship is what we are ultimately responding to

in making judgements of right and wrong. A relationship-based moral theory of this kind

offers a substantive and compelling alternative to consequentialist moral theories and may

offer the prospect of accommodating a distinctively interpersonal dimension many regard as

central to morality. This is sufficient to motivate a more detailed account of such a theory,

and of the moral relationship at its centre, which will be my objective in the chapters that

follow.

1.2 The normative significance of relationships

The starting point for much of what I will say in this chapter, and in those that follow, is that

both Socrates and Crito were right to look to their personal relationships for at least some

of their moral obligations. At least some relationships are of normative significance. The

existence of certain relationships explain, or help explain, why some actions or attitudes may

be permissible, required, or obligatory. By a ‘relationship’ I mean a relationship between

two persons. While we might say that the Philips Curve charts the relationship between

unemployment and inflation rates, it does not represent a relationship of the kind that will

be the focus of my attention. Rather, paradigm examples of the relationships I will focus on

are relationships such as friendship, that between a parent and their child, and that between

two nationals of the same State or country.

What kind of normative significance might such relationships have? I do not propose

to offer an exhaustive answer to this question, only to explore some central examples as a

basis for the kind of model I will articulate in later chapters. One such example is the role

relationships appear to play in justifying and explaining certain forms of partiality.

Acting morally, or being moral, is generally thought of as an impartial endeavour. It

is the domain within which all our personal prejudices and preferences must be set aside

in favour of a commitment to complete impartiality. It is also generally accepted, however,

that it is sometimes permissible to act in ways that are not entirely impartial. Many would

accept, for example, that acting morally is at least compatible with favouring your own

well-being, or your own projects, at least to some degree. Some partiality towards ourselves,

that is, might be thought compatible with otherwise impartial morality.

Another commonly cited class of exceptions to the strict impartiality of morality is the

partiality we feel justified in showing to those with whom we share certain relationships.
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Many of our most cherished moral judgements concern the special care and concern we

might give to those closest to us. A great number of our pre-theoretic moral intuitions do

not focus our attention on the requirements of impartiality, but on the importance of loyalty

and a special concern for the people closest to us. We are inclined to accept, I think, that

it is important and permissible to put the interests of our friends over those of complete

strangers, at least to some degree. Just as we might think an otherwise impartial morality

is compatible with a degree of partiality towards ourselves, we might also think, therefore,

that it is compatible with some degree of partiality towards those with whom we share the

friendship relationship. The same holds true, I think, for many other relationships, such

as certain loving relationships, including marriage, and a range of familial relationships. In

many cases I think we are also inclined to judge not only that a certain degree of partiality

is permissible, but that it is also obligatory. A parent who refuses to afford the interests of

their child any form of privileged standing in their deliberations, for example, will likely be

thought of as morally deficient in some way.

The apparent conflict between these two sets of intuitions is sometimes reframed as

a conflict between two different sets of reasons we might take into account when trying to

decide what is morally permissible. In the context of this framework, an agent-neutral reason

is a reason that can be stated in a general form that does not include essential reference to

the person whose reason it is. An agent-neutral reason can be stated in a form that makes it

clear that it is a reason for anyone at all. An agent-relative reason, by contrast, is a reason

that, even in its general form, makes essential reference to the person whose reason it is.1

Accordingly, if I perform a certain action for the reason that it will result in less pain in the

world, my reason is agent-neutral. That an action will decrease the total amount of pain

in the world is a reason for everyone to perform such an action regardless of their identity.

If, by contrast, I perform an action for the reason that it will ease my pain, or because it

will bring pleasure to my best friend, my reason is agent-relative. The reason for which I

acted would not have been a reason for the relevant action for someone who is not me, or

who does not share the same friendship relationship with its beneficiary. These two kinds of

reasons are of course not incompatible. There can be both agent-relative and agent-neutral

reasons that speak in favour of the same action. I might act to alleviate the pain of my

1Thomas Nagel is widely credited with introducing this distinction, but his original formulation did so
in terms of ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’ reasons. See Nagel (1970), 90. Derek Parfit introduces the terms
‘agent-neutral’ and ‘agent-relative.’ See Parfit (1984), 27. Nagel then adopts these terms in his later work.
See: Nagel (1986), pp.152-3
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best-friend, while another might perform the same action for the reason that it would result

in there being less pain in the world.2

One way of understanding the conflicting intuitions outlined above is as a conflict between

different views on what kinds of reasons are relevant to making moral judgements. On the

one hand, morality might be thought of as properly concerned only with agent-neutral

reasons. On the other hand, there are many agent-relative reasons that might be thought to

be morally significant. It might be thought that the fact that an action will negatively impact

my own personal well-being, or one of my own personal projects, gives me a distinctive and

morally significant reason to refrain from this action. As I have suggested, the fact that an

action will harm my friend might also give me a distinctive and morally significant reason to

refrain from this action. The question of whether certain forms of partiality are permissible,

or even required, can therefore also be phrased as the question of whether we are permitted

to appeal to agent-relative reasons when deciding what we are permitted to do, or whether

morality concerns itself only with agent-neutral reasons. If moral deliberation admits only

reasons of the agent-neutral form, then reasons that appeal to the fact that A is my friend

cannot justify me in placing the interests of A over those of B. The two sides of this conflict

are well illustrated in the work of William Godwin and Bernard Williams.

Godwin illustrates a line of reasoning that is common to many forms of consequentialism

and which affords priority to agent-neutral reasons. Godwin asks us to contemplate a great

fire in which we have the opportunity to rescue only one of two persons trapped inside a

burning building.3 Suppose, he suggests, that the two persons are the Archbishop Fenelon, a

great benefactor of mankind, and his valet. Who, asks Godwin, ought we to rescue? In this

case it is clear, he argues, that justice demands the rescue of the Archbishop. The answer

is clear to Godwin because his example stipulates that the rescue of the Archbishop would

2There are other ways of marking this distinction. Instead of stating the distinction in terms of reasons, it
might also be marked in terms of agent-neutral and agent-relative values. One advantage of this formulation
is that it avoids making use of the somewhat obscure notion of the ‘general form’ of a reason. On the
other hand, this formulation does require an account of the distinction between an agent-relative and an
agent-neutral value. Proponents of this distinction frequently accept some form of a fitting-attitude account
of value, and make use of this to supply the required distinction. See Chapter 3 for further details.

It is also tempting in this context to describe this distinction not in terms of the structure of the reasons in
their general form, or in terms of values, but in terms of the perspective or standpoint from which they can
be recognised as reasons. On this interpretation, a reason is agent-neutral just in case it can be recognised as
a reason when viewed from an objective or impartial standpoint. A reason is agent-relative if it can only be
recognised as a reason from the personal perspective of the agent whose reason it is. Beyond the obscurity
of the notion of “recognising” a reason, Michael Ridge has warned against this interpretation, which he
labels the “perspective-based conception,” on the grounds that the claim that agent-relative reasons can be
recognised only from the right kind of personal standpoint represents a substantive judgement that should
follow from argument, and therefore cannot be assumed to follow directly from the distinction itself. See
Ridge (2011)

3Godwin (1798), 127.
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do more to promote the general good, and to act justly just is to act so as to bring about

the best overall outcome.4 The answer should therefore be obvious, notes Godwin, even to

the poor valet.

But what if the valet is someone with whom we share a close personal relationship? What

if she is my mother? No such fact, argues Godwin, could change the truth of the proposition

that the rescue of the Archbishop is to be preferred to the rescue of the valet. For, he asks,

“what magic is there in the pronoun ‘my’ that should justify us in overturning the decision

of impartial truth?”5 For Godwin, morality concerns itself only with agent-neutral reasons.

The addition of an agent-relative reason therefore does nothing to affect the correct moral

judgement. Reasons that make essential reference to relational properties, such as the valet

being my wife, are, according to Godwin, simply not relevant to the moral question of whom

we ought to rescue.6

This characterisation of the simple utilitarian view is perhaps somewhat overstated.

The fact that the valet is my mother may have some relevance to the question of what I

ought to do. Personal relationships tend, for example, to create certain forms of emotional

vulnerability. As a consequence, I might suffer greater psychological harm from failing to

rescue my mother than if the valet was a stranger. This additional pain is relevant to the

question of what course of action is to be preferred from the impartial perspective and may,

on the margins, affect the question of what we ought to do. Crucially, however, the entirety

of this relevance can be captured in agent-neutral terms.

Agent-neutral reasons have also proved appealing to non-consequentialist theories. Plato,

for example, seems equally hostile to the moral relevance of relational properties and pro-

nouns. The best-governed city, he suggests, is one in which its people say “mine” and “not

mine” about the same things and in the same way. When this is the case, the city is most

like a single person, who can be said to be in pain whenever any part of her is in pain. On

one natural reading of this passage, Plato is asking us to focus on agent-neutral reasons and

consider what is best for the city as a whole, as opposed to some narrower set of personal

4This formulation must be altered in cases of imperfect information where we cannot be sure what out-
comes our actions will bring about. In such cases the simple consequentialist is likely to prefer a formulation
that requires us always to maximise expected value, as determined from an agent-neutral point of view. See,
for example, Jackson (1991)

5Godwin (1798), 128.
6Maximilian de Gaynesford has recently argued that Godwin overstates his own position in claiming

that the first person is of no consequence to moral reasoning. In order for practical reasoning of the kind
Godwin advocates to be possible at all, we must be able to recognise a situation as our own situation, and
recognise the various reasons and considerations in question as bearing on a situation that I am in. See
de Gaynesford (2010), pp.90-91
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interests, when deliberating about what we ought to do.7

In contrast to this emphasis on the centrality of agent-neutral reasons, others have argued

that agent-relative reasons are central to morality. Bernard Williams supplies one such line

of reasoning that stands is stark contrast to Godwin’s. Williams considers a rescue case

much like Godwin’s in which the choice is between saving a stranger and saving your wife.8

Faced with such a choice, Williams argues that you are surely justified in saving your wife.

His claim, however, is more ambitious than this. We might claim that the rescuer was

justified in saving his wife because there is some moral principle that permits her rescue

in cases such as this. Perhaps her rescue will, as a matter of fact, maximise the impartial

good, or perhaps some deontic principle licences her rescue. But this line of reasoning,

argues Williams, supplies the rescuer with “one thought too many.” This is because “it

might have been hoped by someone (for instance, by his wife) that his motivating thought,

fully spelled out, would be the thought that it was his wife, not that it was his wife and that

in situations of this kind it is permissible to save one’s wife.”9 That is, she might hope that

the reason for which she was rescued made essential reference to her and her relationship

with her husband, thus taking the form of an agent-relative reason.

Williams’ remarks are suggestive, but fall short of a complete argument. The psycho-

logical question of what the man’s wife would prefer her husband to be motivated by at his

time of action is perhaps best left aside. Williams might then be read as making a claim

about the kind of reasons that are relevant to the permissibility of actions. While Godwin

proposes that we eliminate all reasons that appeal to facts about our personal relationships

from consideration, Williams appears to argue that such facts are essential to appropriate

moral deliberation in such cases. The agent-relative reason that the woman is my wife is

the ultimate and morally appropriate justification for my action on Williams’ view. If he

ignores the agent-relative reasons available to him, the husband will, on Williams’ view, be

morally deficient, even if he ultimate rescues his wife for some other agent-neutral reason.

7Plato, The Republic, 462c. On an alternative reading of this passage, Plato is advocating a city in
which there is a perfect coincidence of agent-relative reasons. I owe this observation to Ralph Wedgwood.

8Williams (1981), 18.
9Williams (1981), 18.
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1.3 Defending relationship-based partiality

In this section I aim to defend two claims. The first is that some degree of partiality

towards those with whom we share certain relationships is permissible. I will not take a

position on other forms of partiality. The second is that the relevant relationships play a

substantive role in justifying this partiality. It is possible to accept the former but not the

latter. Relationships like friendship might, for example, facilitate the existence of implicit

or explicit promises. Someone who accepts that such promises ground special obligations

might conclude that most friends owe each other some special concern, but because of the

implicit promises they share, rather than because of their friendship. As I have suggested

above, even Godwin might think that we are, in most cases, required to act in ways that

further the interests of our friends over those of strangers, as in most cases, the greater good

is likely to be furthered by such behaviour.

Why should agent-relative reasons be thought important to morality in this way, and

why should such partiality be thought justifiable? The appeal of agent-neutral reasons is

relatively straightforward. From the claim that certain things—perhaps pleasure and the

absence of pain—are good, and the further very plausible claim that every person’s pleasure

and pain matters equally, it follows naturally that our primary concern should be to act

in such a way that brings about the best possible outcome, as viewed impartially. It is

more difficult, however, to see what genuine moral significance there is to our personal

preferences and relationships. Such facts, Godwin and his allies might argue, are clearly of

great psychological significance, but this serves only to establish that it is sometimes hard

to do what morality requires, not that we are in fact permitted to show the partiality we

intuitively want to show.

Aristotle points the way towards the beginnings of a response to this challenge. As

noted above, Plato encouraged us to assume a perspective from which we can all say ‘my’

and ‘mine’ about exactly the same things. Aristotle, by contrast, devotes a great deal of his

ethical works to the description and discussion of personal relationships such as friendship.

Such relationships are clearly, in his view, central to our understanding of a good life. Given

their importance to a good life, Aristotle considers the various ways in which someone might

be thought of as a friend. In this context he notes that it is far better to be a real cousin
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or kinsman of someone than “a son after Plato’s fashion.”10 It is better, that is, to think

of a more limited set of persons as genuine friends and kinsmen, than to follow Plato and

to think of everyone in exactly the same way. In fact Aristotle goes further, noting that

those who keep everyone close to them and show favour to no-one are usually “seen to be

friends to no one.”11 Trying to be a friend to everyone in, say, a city, is not only worse than

devoting yourself to a few ‘real’ friendships, it may in fact make it impossible to be a friend

to anyone. This latter comment in particular appears to suggest that some relationships,

such as friendship, require a certain degree of partiality. One reason we cannot be a friend

to everyone is that part of being a friend is to think of our friends differently than strangers

and to afford them some privileged position in our deliberations. Someone who tries to think

about everyone in this way is engaged in what is ultimately a self-defeating project.

Samuel Scheffler develops a similar line of defence for the permissibility of showing par-

tiality towards those with whom we share certain special relationships. Scheffler accepts

that if a complete stranger is suffering then we have some obligation to help them “simply

in virtue of our shared humanity.”12 Whatever partiality we are permitted to show must

clearly be constrained and complemented by a more general moral requirement to every-

one. Scheffler adds, however, that if we share a special relationship with a person, “and

if the value I attach to the relationship is not purely instrumental,” then that person can

make certain additional claims on me beyond those available to the stranger. That is—in

terms Scheffler has used elsewhere—the fact that I share a certain significant relationship

with someone can ground an “agent-centred prerogative” that permits me to assign some

proportionately greater weight to their interests than to those of a complete stranger.13

Why do relationships provide grounds for an agent-centred prerogative of this kind?

The key move in Scheffler’s argument is the claim that some special relationships have

non-instrumental value, for according to Scheffler, “to attach non-instrumental value to my

relationship with another person just is, at least in part, to see that person as a source of spe-

cial claims.”14 In other words, certain relationships are constituted by a degree of partiality,

10Aristotle, Politics, 1262a
11Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1171a
12Scheffler (1997), 196.
13Scheffler defends a range of ‘agent-centred prerogatives’ in his Scheffler (1982). These are distinguished

from ‘agent-centred restrictions.’ The former deny only that we are always required to produce the best
overall state of affairs, but accept that such action is always permissible. The latter make the stronger claim
that it is not aways permissible to produce the best overall state of affairs. Scheffler intends only to defend
the former.

14Scheffler (1997), 196. Emphasis added
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and if these relationships have a value of the kind morality should seek to accommodate,

then morality must also accommodate the necessary partiality.15 Aristotle might be read as

taking this view of friendship, and Williams’ view of marriage might be thought to share a

similar structure. A good husband, he might think, is required to place the interests of his

wife over those of strangers. A husband actively engaged in valuing his marriage already

has his answer to the question of whom he ought to save. Resorting to impartial utilitarian

reasoning, or a deontic principle to the same effect, is therefore not only an unnecessary

detour, it is indicative of a failure to appropriately value his relationship with his wife. On

this view, certain relationships do not appear to survive administration from a neutral or

entirely impersonal point of view, and so in order to hold on to these valuable relationships,

it is necessary to recognise reasons under descriptions that include the kind of pronouns

Godwin wishes to exclude. As Scheffler puts it elsewhere:

“[F]or human beings as creatures with values, the normative force of certain
forms of partiality is nearly unavoidable. If that is right, then for morality to
reject partiality in a general or systematic way would be for it to set itself against
our nature as valuing creatures. And that, I believe, would make morality an
incoherent enterprise.”16

It is important to note that despite Scheffler’s initial formulation of this argument in

terms of what we “attach” non-instrumental value to, the notion of value in question is best

thought of as objective. Scheffler’s argument is not meant to establish that any relationship

to which we attach value gives us grounds for partiality. If I value my relationship with a

local street gang, for example, it does not automatically follow that I owe this gang some

form of partiality. Rather, the claim must be that when we partake in a genuinely valuable

relationship that requires a degree of partiality, then it is permissible to show such partiality.

This claim is compatible with the possibility of being mistaken about what relationships are

genuinely valuable. Members of a street gang might simply be mistaken about the value of

the relationship they share and so mistaken about its ability to justify the kind of partiality

they show to one another.

This also serves to emphasise that Scheffler’s argument does not rest on the contingent

premise that if I do in fact value my relationship with you, then certain special obligations

take hold. On Scheffler’s view “the existence of a special relationship that one has reason to

15See Jollimore (2000) for a discussion of attempts to characterise friendship as a relationship that does
not require partiality.

16Scheffler (2010), 43.
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value is itself the source of special responsibilities, and those responsibilities arise whether

or not the participants actually value their relationship.”17

There is one final feature of this argument that I want to make explicit. Scheffler is

defending not only the claim that it is permissible to show partiality towards those with

whom we share certain relationships, he is making the further claim that it is the value of

the relationships themselves that justifies the relevant partiality. It is, however, possible to

defend the former of these claims without defending the latter. As I noted at the beginning

of this section, partiality might be justified by appealing to facts other than facts about

relationships. It might be permissible to show partiality towards those to whom one owes

a debt of gratitude, or because one has made a promise or commitment to someone. A

reductive account of the partiality we are permitted to show to, for example, our friends,

might suggest that it is not the friendship itself that justifies the relevant partiality, but

rather the cluster or implicit promises, agreements, and debts of gratitude that typically

accrue between friends.18

The picture that emerges from this discussion could be described as a hybrid view of

morality. On the one hand, the agent-neutral perspective that preoccupied Godwin retains

an important role in grounding our most general moral obligations to everyone. The impar-

tial demands of this perspective are, however, moderated by the value certain projects and

relationships have to our lives. These afford us some limited scope to view matters from

our own agent-relative perspective, and to afford our interests, and those of our nearest and

dearest, a certain degree of priority. The resulting outlook is therefore one that attempts to

combine the virtues of both perspectives identified at the beginning of this section. It does

so by combining a number of distinct values. The value of our ‘shared humanity,’ about

which Scheffler has said very little, grounds our most general moral obligations to everyone.

The demands of this value are tempered by the distinctive value of certain relationships,

such as friendship. These values carve out certain agent-centred prerogatives, and can pre-

sumably be compared and contrasted in various ways to the more general value of our shared

humanity.

This picture therefore leaves some important questions unanswered. Crucially, it has

not said anything about how the balance between these two perspectives is to be struck.

It has not, for example, made any claims about how much additional weight we can per-

17Scheffler (1997), 201.
18For a discussion of such ‘reductionist’ views see: Kolodny (2010), 40, and Wallace (2011a)
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missibly attach to the interests of ourselves and our loved ones. Nor has it offered any

guidance on the question of which relationships are valuable in the sense that they provide

grounds for partiality. Why, for example, are we permitted to show partiality based on

friendship, but not on the basis of a shared race or ethnicity? I will not try to answer

these questions here. This is because it is not my intention to defend the hybrid view I

have described. I am interested in this view primarily because it is a moral theory that

affords personal relationships an important and central role in explaining at least some of

our normative judgements, and because it points towards conceptual space for a different

and more ambitious relationship-based project.

1.4 A relational view of morality?

The views I sketched in the previous section afforded relationships a limited structural role

in morality. Relationships were identified as morally significant, but their significance was

limited to that of providing grounds for certain forms of partiality. In other words, while the

reasons we have for showing partiality towards, for example, our friends were relationship-

dependent in the sense that they were grounded in the objective non-instrumental value of

a specific relationship, the reasons of morality more generally, such as the reasons we have

to aid strangers in need, remained relationship-independent. No account was given of the

origin of these reasons. Scheffler, for example, referred to their source only as that of our

shared humanity. For present purposes this is not important. What is significant was that

these more general reasons of morality were not grounded in the value of any relationship.

Having observed how the value of certain interpersonal relationships can successfully

ground certain moral obligations, the possibility of a more ambitious project presents itself.

This project proposes not only to give relationships an important role in explaining a certain

limited set of reasons, such as reasons for partiality, it proposes to give relationships a

significant role in explaining morality more generally. It proposes, that is, to extend the

structure that successfully accounted for reasons of partiality to account for a much larger

set of reasons by grounding all moral obligations in the value of a relationship of some kind.

In Scheffler’s terms, such projects propose the possibility of all moral reasons being in some

sense relationship-dependent. Such a project is distinct from both the views described in

the previous section. Whereas Godwin sought to eliminate the influence of relationships

altogether, and Scheffler sought a hybrid view whereby relationships accounted for a limited
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set of obligations, this project affords relationships a role in all our moral judgements.

Following Scheffler, we can therefore refer to this project as one that defends a relational

view of morality.19 This is a label I will retain and use throughout this thesis. I will use it

to describe any moral theory that aims to explain all, or most, of our moral judgments by

reference to the non-instrumental value of one or more interpersonal relationships.

One of my objectives in this thesis will be to explore whether a plausible version of a

relational moral theory can be articulated. There have been few systematic attempts to do

so at present, but it will be helpful to begin with an overview of some examples that most

closely resemble the relational approach.

1.4.1 Explaining absolute deontic prohibitions

Thomas Nagel offers what might be interpreted as a version of such a project in a paper

titled War and Massacre.20 Nagel is interested in what, if anything, justifies or grounds

the absolute deontic prohibitions we are inclined to accept upon our conduct, even during

extreme circumstances such as war. We have strong intuitions in favour of the view that

while it may be acceptable to kill enemy soldiers to secure victory in war, it remains imper-

missible to pursue the same ends by attacking the defenceless children of the same soldiers,

or by terror bombing the civilian population.

Nagel’s target is the impartial utilitarian administrator who considers the question of

how we may permissibly act during conflict a question that turns on what will bring about

the greatest good. Such a perspective, thinks Nagel, will inevitably fail to see the force of

certain absolute deontic restrictions, such as those against the deliberate targeting of civil-

ians, or an opponent’s family. While a concern for the aggregate good may on occasion line

our intuitions up with permissible conduct, it does not seem that an impartial utilitarian

administrator could sanction removing such options entirely from consideration. Circum-

stances might always arise that could, in principle, justify such actions. Terror bombing a

civilian population may, for example, facilitate the early resolution of a war that would oth-

erwise prolong itself indefinitely, and do so at a lower human cost than than the prolonged

war.

While our intuitions on this subject may be clear, however, it remains somewhat mys-

terious how such restrictions are to be defended against the pragmatism of the utilitarian

19Scheffler (2010), 56ff.
20Nagel (1979b).
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administrator. Without a clearer account of what these intuitions are grounded in, strict

adherence to such restrictions, even when they come at a substantial human cost, might

draw the familiar charge of senseless rule-worship. The utilitarian can, after all, acknowl-

edge that certain restrictions on conduct may be acceptable on the grounds that they serve

the long-term good.

Nagel’s own attempt to explain these absolute restrictions emphasises the importance of

the fact that hostility remains a personal relation. “It is evident,” he suggests, “that some

idea of the relation in which one should stand to other people underlies this principle.”21

He elaborates on this with the claim that “to treat someone horribly puts you in a special

relation to him which may have to be defended in terms of other features of your relationship

to him.”22 When two persons are engaged in combat, they have entered into a special kind

of relationship, and this relationship appears, on Nagel’s view, to have its requirements.

Hostility and aggression, he argues, must be directed towards its true object, and should

be aimed towards the nature of the relevant provocation. “Whatever one does to another

person intentionally must be aimed at him as a subject, (. . . ) and he should be able to

recognise it and identify himself as its object.”23 Nagel argues that it is because we believe

something like this that we are willing to license only a certain range of actions even during

hostilities such as war.

Nagel’s view appears to centre on the claim that there are morally significant relation-

ships beyond the more familiar relationships discussed in the context of the previous section.

There is, for example, a relationship that arises between two combatants during war, and

between two persons involved in an argument, that is independent of any prior relationships

they may share as, for example, friends or relatives. Like these more familiar relationships,

however, this relationship also has features that places limits on acceptable conduct between

those who share in it.

This proposal is clearly only intended as a sketch. Nagel does not, for example, have

much to say about what features of these relationships ground the relevant absolute deontic

prohibitions. His proposal also has its structural limitations. It gives relationships a more

prominent role than in Scheffler’s proposal as described above, as it ties a broader class

of wrongdoing to a relationship, including wrongdoings directed towards strangers such as

21Nagel (1979b), 66.
22Nagel (1979b), 68.
23Nagel (1979b), 66.
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enemy soldiers. This is a class of moral judgements Scheffler’s hybrid view would likely

consider to be relationship-independent. Nagel does, however, only focus on relationships

that are established once we have treated someone horribly. We must not forget, he argues,

that to treat someone in this way puts us in a special relationship to them. But if it is

treating someone horribly that establishes the relevant relationship, it is not a relationship

that exists where no horrible act has been perpetrated. This suggests that there must be

many morally relevant reasons and judgements that remain relationship-independent on

Nagel’s view. Consider, for example, our judgements and expectations of those who have

not yet treated us horribly, and who we expect to continue to refrain from doing so.24

1.4.2 Stoic Cosmopolitanism

Much earlier traces of a relational theory of morality can also be found. I have noted

that both Aristotle and Plato recognised various relationships as being of great normative

significance. This, however, does not make their theories relational moral theories. The Stoic

Cosmopolitans, however, appear to have moved closer to a recognisably relational theory by

emphasising the normative significance of a far greater range of relationships.

Hierocles, for example, viewed morality in terms of a succession of relationships. He

illustrates his view by use of a metaphor that describes a series of circles surrounding each

moral agent.

“Each one of us is as it were entirely encompassed by many circles, some smaller,
others larger, the latter enclosing the former on the basis of their different and
unequal dispositions relative to each other. The first and closest circle is the
one which a person has drawn as though around a centre, his own mind. (. . . )
Next, the second one further removed from the centre but enclosing the first
circle; this contains parents, siblings, wife, and children. The third one has in
it uncles and aunts, grandparents, nephews, nieces and cousins. The next circle
includes the other relatives, and this is followed by the circle of local residents,
then the circle of fellow-tribesmen, next that of fellow-citizens, and then in the
same way the circle of people from our neighbouring towns, and the circle of
fellow-countrymen. The outermost and largest circle, which encompasses all the
rest, is that of the whole of the human race. Once these have been surveyed, it
is the task of the well-tempered man, in his proper treatment of each group, to
draw the circles together somehow towards the centre. (. . . ) It is incumbent on
us to respect people from the third circle as if they were those from the second,
and again to respect our other relatives as if they were those from the third
circle. (. . . ) The right point has been reached if, through our own initiative, we
reduce the distance of the relationship with each person.”25

24Scheffler (2010), 58.
25Hierocles, Stobaeus, 4.671,7–673,11. Fragment in Long and Sedley (1987).
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In much the same way as I proceeded above, Hierocles begins his account by identifying

a series of relationships his readers are likely to recognise and acknowledge as normatively

significant. The first circles are drawn around our family and our friends, our neighbours

and our fellow countrymen. He then continues his account by drawing further circles around

additional relationships, arguing that also these less familiar additions are of genuine norma-

tive significance. It is, of course, too much of a stretch to claim that Hierocles is defending

what I have labelled a relational theory of morality, but his view does share two important

features with such a view. The first is that Hierocles’ final circle includes “the whole human

race.” If we interpret each circle as a set of relationships, this amounts to the claim that

just as we share in relationships with our friends, family, and co-nationals, we also share in

a very general relationship that includes all human beings. In this respect Hierocles moves

beyond Nagel, who focused only on the relationship we stand in to those we have treated

horribly.

The second feature Hierocles shares with a relational theory of morality is the claim

that our most general moral obligations to all human beings can be explained in much

the same way as our obligations to our friends and family. Hierocles argues that the well-

tempered man is one who tries to draw his circles together by treating those belonging to

more distant circles in the way it comes naturally to him to treat those in circles closer to

the centre. This suggests that if we are looking for an account or explanation of why we can

only permissibly treat complete strangers in certain ways, we should look to the reasons we

recognise as constraining our permissible conduct towards friends and family. This stands

in clear contrast to the kinds of views offered by Godwin and Scheffler above, and has clear

affinity with relational theories of morality.

Hierocles was not alone in viewing morality in these relational terms. As Martha Nuss-

baum has observed, an emphasis on a significant relationship that we each share with all

humans pervades much of Stoic Cosmopolitan thought. Diogenes the Cynic, when asked

where he came from, apparently replied “I am kosmou politês,” literally, “world-citizen.”26

His intention, argues Nussbaum, was to stress that the first moral affiliation for the citizen

should be their affiliation with “rational humanity,” not less morally significant affiliations

such as those of class or national origin. The Stoics appear to have endorsed and developed

this thought. Seneca, for example, argued that each of us dwell in two communities. The

26Nussbaum (1997), 4-5.
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local community of our birth, and the community that is “truly great and truly common,

in which we look neither to this corner nor that, but measure the boundaries of our nation

by the sun.”27 Similarly, Plutarch stressed that we should “regard all human beings as our

fellow demesmen and fellow citizens.”28 This again implies a recognition of a broad and

inclusive relationship shared by all human beings, and the belief that such a relationship

plays a central role in explaining even our most general moral obligations.

While the Stoics are, at least in some respects, closer than Nagel to a genuine relational

moral theory, their views remain largely metaphorical and suggestive. There is a significant

theoretical gulf between a metaphorical appeal to a relationship that unites humanity, and a

comprehensive relational moral theory that gives both a meaningful account of the relevant

relationships and their role in explaining the full range of our moral judgements.

1.5 Scanlonian contractualism as a relational theory of morality

T.M. Scanlon’s contractualism is, I believe, the most systematic attempt to articulate a

relational moral theory. His moral theory, I will argue, is best understood as an attempt to

provide a plausible alternative to consequentialist theories by replacing appeal to the value

of the greatest happiness with an appeal to the value of a broad and inclusive relationship

referred to as a relationship of “mutual recognition” or “the moral relationship.”29 While

it is Scanlon’s theory that will occupy the majority of what remains of this chapter, it is

not my intention to provide an unqualified defence of his contractualism. My aim in this

thesis is to contribute to the task of articulating and defending a genuine relational moral

theory, and a detailed description of Scanlon’s work will provide a valuable foundation for

this project. It is my view that Scanlon himself is not entirely clear on whether his moral

theory is centred on the value of a relationship or not. In using Scanlon’s contractualism as

a basis for articulating what I believe to be a plausible relational moral theory, therefore, I

will frequently depart from Scanlon’s own stated positions. I will not regard such departures

as problematic, as my aim is not to defend Scanlon’s own version of contractualism. For

the same reason I will not regard it as problematic if there is inadequate textual evidence to

determine whether Scanlon would support or object to some of the interpretations I offer.30

27Seneca, De Otio, 4.1. Fragment in Long and Sedley (1987)
28Quoted in Nussbaum (1997), 6.
29See Scanlon (1998), 162 for the former and Scanlon (2008), 139 for the latter.
30It should be noted that Scanlon aims only to provide an account of what he claims to be a limited but

important class of moral judgements concerning “what we owe to each other.” He accepts that there may
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1.5.1 Scanlon’s contractualism

T.M. Scanlon’s contractualist formula states that:

“An act is wrong if its performance under the circumstances would be disallowed
by any set of principles for the general regulation of behaviour that no one could
reasonably reject as a basis for informed, unforced, general agreement.”31

This formula locates Scanlon’s theory within a broad tradition of contractualist theories that

seek to identify and reveal moral principles by considering what agents would agree to if they

were to deliberate as both subjects and lawgivers under certain specified conditions. This

tradition might usefully be distinguished from the contractarian tradition, tied to Hobbes,

where the contract does not establish or reveal principles of independent normative force,

but serves instead as a device to determine what it is rational for us all to accept given

certain further independent aims, such as a peaceful and stable society.32

When Scanlon’s contractualist formula is unpacked, it reveals something like the follow-

ing picture of moral deliberation. While Scanlon’s formula aims to facilitate judgements

about actions, it is principles for the general regulation of behaviour that are subject to the

test of reasonable rejection. When asking whether a given action is permissible, therefore,

we must articulate and consider a principle that would permit similar acts in similar circum-

stances. We must then ask whether persons affected by this principle could reasonably reject

such a principle. It is important to note that Scanlon is careful to distinguish the notion of

‘reasonable rejection’ he employs from the notion of ‘rational rejection.’33 While ‘rationality’

can mean many things, Scanlon believes it is most commonly understood instrumentally as

that which is most conducive to an agent’s aims.34 Reasonableness, by contrast, is “a claim

about what it is reasonable for a person to do” given “a certain body of information and a

certain range of reasons which are taken to be relevant, and goes on to make a claim about

what these reasons, properly understood, in fact support.” Thus, if someone who owns most

of a city’s water resources is negotiating with the city about their distribution and access,

be other judgements, properly called “moral”, that fall outside this class, and so which must be explained
in other ways. Scanlon refers to this domain as “broader morality.” I will largely ignore this complication.
See Scanlon (1998), 171ff

31Scanlon also describes his contractualist view as one where an action is wrong if a principle that permits

this action is one that can be reasonably rejected. I will consider these formulations equivalent, and often
make use of the permitting rather than disallowing form. The two formulations are, I think, interchangeable
because both formulations ask a question of the same body of reasons, only from a different perspective.
See: Scanlon (1998), 153 for a formulation in terms of actions that are “disallowed” and Scanlon (1998), p.4
and p.195 for a formulation in terms of what actions are “permitted.”

32See Hampton (1991).
33Scanlon (1998), 152.
34Scanlon himself disputes this instrumental interpretation of rationality.
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what it is rational for her to do might well differ from what it would be reasonable of her

to do. For any candidate principle, it is this latter notion of reasonableness that informs

the test we are to administer during contractualist moral deliberation. Finally, the process

of reasonable rejection and acceptance are, on Scanlon’s view, entirely hypothetical. There

may be an interesting question to ask about what persons affected by our actions would

actually accept and reject, but these questions have no bearing on judgements of right and

wrong.

The morally permissible actions then are those permitted by principles that suitably

motivated moral agents could not reasonably reject in this way. This statement does perhaps

have some intuitive appeal, but it is not yet clear why we should be concerned to justify

our actions in precisely this way. What is the link between the principles agents that match

Scanlon’s description would not reject when deliberating under the conditions he specifies

and permissible action?

1.5.2 The aim of Scanlon’s theory

To understand why Scanlon’s theory takes the form it does, it is useful to start by identifying

its objectives. Scanlon’s contractualism is intended as a moral theory. One of the principal

aims of a moral theory is, according to Scanlon, to explain “moral motivation,” or the

reason-giving force of judgements of right and wrong.35 As he acknowledges, however, this

label might misleadingly suggest that the central challenge confronting a moral theory is

that of explaining how we are motivated to act on judgements of right and wrong—the

kind of question that concerned J.S. Mill in chapter 3 of his Utilitarianism. For Scanlon,

the question of moral motivation is not a psychological question of this form. Rather, the

challenge it presents to a moral theory is that of explaining why those who are moved by

morality are right to take it seriously. Like mathematics, Scanlon argues, morality consists

of a set of “putatively objective beliefs in which we are inclined to invest a certain degree

of confidence.”36 Reflecting on these beliefs we are prone to wonder what, if anything, they

are really about. Such questions are more common still when our beliefs are about what

is right and wrong, permissible and impermissible. A moral theory, Scanlon thinks, should

allay possible fears that our moral judgements, despite their internal coherence, could be no

more than a special interest or taste. In Scanlon’s words, “it [the moral theory] must make

35Scanlon (1998), 197.
36Scanlon (1982), 104.
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it understandable why moral reasons are ones people can take seriously.”37 Scanlon suggests

that central to this task is explaining the priority our moral judgements take over judgments

of other kinds, such as those of aesthetics, economics, or simple practicality. An interesting

moral theory must do more than simply detail the priorities we do have; it must in a sense

also provide a justification for these priorities. Scanlon does not intend by justification

anything capable of bringing us back from the brink of amoralism by convincing us that

morality really “matters,” but rather something which provides “a fuller explanation of the

reasons moral conclusions supply.”

As Pamela Hieronymi has noted, this question can be sharpened further by observing

that Scanlon views one of the main challenges of a moral theory as that of answering what

he refers to as “Prichard’s dilemma.”38 The dilemma is meant to have its roots in Prichard’s

article Does Moral Philosophy Rest on a Mistake, though it is perhaps questionable whether

Prichard would recognise this particular dilemma as his own.39 The mistake Prichard refers

to is the tendency of moral theory to look for some further reason we all have to be moral.

For the intuitionist Prichard, the only reason we have to do what is right, or to do our duty,

is that such actions are right and so our duty. To identify some further reason would only

serve to change the subject and take us outside the realm of morality.

One half of Prichard’s dilemma is therefore that of explaining why we have reason to do

as morality requires without changing the subject, without, that is, straying too far from

the domain of morality itself. The contractarian tradition I briefly mentioned above might,

for example, be thought to fall foul of this mistake. These views hold that the ultimate

reason we have to do as morality requires is that of preserving the kind of well-ordered

stable society we wish to live in. While this may be true, it is an answer that appears to

leave morality behind and give us a reason of entirely the wrong kind. It is like defending

the importance of being loyal to your friend by pointing to the fact that if you are not, then

your friend is unlikely to help you with your upcoming move.

The other half of Prichard’s dilemma arises from Prichard’s own answer. For Scanlon,

the claim that the only reason we have to do what is right is that it is right is unsatisfying

and ultimately trivial. It does nothing at all to meet the challenge of motivation and explain

why the demands of morality are demands we have reason to take seriously. It does nothing,

37Scanlon (1982), 106.
38See Hieronymi (2011), 104, and Scanlon (1998), 150.
39Prichard (2002).
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that is, to convince us that in doing what is right we are responding correctly to something

of genuine importance rather than, for example, abiding by the etiquette of a bygone era.

The aim of Scanlon’s moral theory can therefore nicely be summarised as that of finding

an acceptable response to Prichard’s dilemma. His aim is to explain the importance of

moral judgements in a way that avoids triviality on the one hand, while avoiding changing

the subject on the other. It is important to note, Hieronymi argues, that Scanlon is therefore

not interested in providing a reductive account of the notion of wrongness.40 His aim is that

of unpacking the notion of wrongness in a way that improves our understanding of what it

is for an action to be wrong, and what kind of reason this gives us to avoid doing what is

wrong.

1.5.3 Formal and substantive theories

This challenge can be met in a number of ways. Scanlon distinguishes and focuses on two:

formal theories and substantive theories.

Formal theories attempt to construct an account of morality that is, as far as possible,

independent of any particular end or value.41 Kant, for example, sought to explain the

authority of moral judgements by grounding them in the very conditions of rational agency.

Accordingly, we should take the standards of morality seriously because it is irrational not

to. An advantage of the formal strategy is that, if successful, such theories succeed in

providing forceful and compelling grounds for our moral judgements. Like someone who

refuses the truth of a true mathematical proposition, a person who fails to accept the truth

of a moral judgement can be accused either of ignorance or irrationality. Further, as the

truth of moral judgements do not, on this view, depend on some independent value, formal

theories also provide a decisive rebuttal to the amoralist. It is not open to the amoralist to

contest a particular value claim, as it is the requirements of rationality alone that ground

the truth of moral judgements.

Scanlon appears to view these apparent strengths of formal theories as problematic,

and offers a phenomenological objection to the formal strategy. The principles of morality,

he suggests, simply do not seem inescapable in the same way as the principles of logic

or mathematics. Moral failings, he appears to suggest, are different in character from the

failings associated with mathematics or logic. More specifically, moral failure is still possible

40Hieronymi (2011), 104.
41Scanlon (1998), 150.
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in the absence of ignorance and irrationality.42

The rival ‘substantive’ approach that Scanlon favours is not value-independent in the way

that motivates formal theories. Substantive theories aim instead to identify the particular

value we respond to when acting rightly and violate when acting wrongly. Substantive

theories do not tie our moral judgements to inescapable principles of rationality, but instead

to a value shared by all who feel the pull of morality. Accordingly, such theories aim,

according to Scanlon: “to make clear what this particular form of value is and to make its

appeal more apparent.”43 Substantive theories aim to respond to questions about moral

motivation by identifying and clarifying the value to which these judgements are a response.

While the resulting theory remains contingent on the acceptance of one or more value claims,

it is hoped that if the candidate value is sufficiently impressive, the resulting moral theory

will have genuine explanatory force and allay our fears that our moral judgements may not

be reflective of anything of importance.44

The ambition of substantive theories is therefore more restricted in so far as it ties

morality to what is ultimately a judgement about value. Nevertheless, many of the most

influential moral theories have taken this form. Examples include religious moral theories

oriented around the notion of God’s will, as well as theories rooted in a distinctive human

telos or end. Utilitarian moral theories provide, however, the clearest example of what Scan-

lon has labelled a substantive strategy. Utilitarianism identifies human happiness, pleasure,

or well-being, as the central value of morality. J.S. Mill, for example, argues that happiness

is the only thing desirable as an end, with everything else desired only as a means to this

end. Right actions, therefore, are simply those that appropriately promote happiness, and

wrong actions are those which fail to do so. Accordingly, Mill’s utilitarian theory states

that: “. . . actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they

tend to produce the reverse of happiness.”45 The utilitarian thus claims that in doing what

is right, the value that we are responding to is the value of human happiness.

Scanlon himself notes that one of the principle strengths of utilitarianism is the simplicity

and plausibility of this simple structure.46 It seems obvious, he suggests, that there is such

a thing as people being made better or worse off, and it appears equally obvious that facts

42Scanlon (1998), 151.
43Scanlon (1998), 150.
44There are some similarities between this substantive approach to Scanlon’s version of the problem of

moral motivation and Bernard Williams’ reply to the amoralist. See Williams (1972)
45Mill (1998), 55.
46Scanlon (1982), pp.108-9.
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relating to human happiness are of moral relevance. In fact, he suggests, it can be difficult

to see what other plausible starting point there could be for a substantive theory of morality.

Substantive starting points other than facts about human well-being often appear either ad

hoc or objectionably “intuitionist.”

The challenge of providing a plausible alternative to utilitarianism, as well as a plausible

response to Prichard’s dilemma, is then, as Scanlon sees it, to provide an alternative and

plausible substantive value to take the place of general happiness in a substantive theory

of morality. We should expect to find in Scanlon therefore an articulation of an alternative

substantive value to take the place of the utilitarian’s appeal to the greatest happiness.47

1.5.4 Scanlon’s value

Scanlon’s articulation of the value he wishes to place at the centre of his own substantive

theory begins with an expression of dissatisfaction with the utilitarian emphasis on the

greatest happiness.

“One problem with the utilitarian account is that the idea of the greatest hap-
piness, despite its general moral significance, does not seem to be sufficiently
closely linked to our ideas of right and wrong. (. . . ) [T]he fact that an action
would promote aggregate happiness does not guarantee that it is right. More-
over, even where happiness (. . . ) is clearly at stake, its appeal alone does not
seem to account for the motivation we feel to do what is right and avoid what is
wrong.”48

The first part of Scanlon’s concern covers a broad range of familiar objections to utilitar-

ian theories. Many actions that would under appropriate circumstances maximise aggregate

happiness do not intuitively strike us as right, or even permissible. Breaking promises, terror

bombing civilian populations to expedite the end of a war, torturing suspected terrorists,

framing innocent men to satisfy a potentially murderous mob’s desire for revenge, and killing

one Indian so that others can go free might all make things go best overall. The fact that

many of these actions strike us as intuitively wrong suggests that the value of aggregate

human well-being might not be sufficient to ground morality in the way the utilitarian sug-

47In his initial formulations of contractualism, Scanlon appears to claim that he intends to provide an
account of the property of moral wrongness. As he has later noted, however, if contractualism is intended as
an account of moral wrongness itself, this would suggest a contractualist uttering the word ‘wrong’ means
something different than a consequentialist uttering the same word. What this term ‘wrong’ means, Scanlon
now suggests, is simply something like ‘open to decisive objection’ or ‘violates standards we have good
reason to take seriously.’ Scanlon is therefore now careful to note that his contractualism does not provide
an account of the property of wrongness or of moral wrongness. What his contractualist theory aims to do,
he now suggests, is to describe certain standards that allow us to understand a large and central class of
moral wrongness, and identify good reasons for taking these standards seriously. See: Scanlon (2007)

48Scanlon (1998), 152.
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gests. In all of these cases, it does not appear as though our judgements are responding to

the value of happiness alone. At the very least, and as Bernard Williams has stressed, the

fact that in many of these cases an exclusive focus on human well-being predicts that it will

be obvious what we ought to do makes it clear that the value of human well-being cannot

tell the whole story.49

The second aspect of Scanlon’s concern presents a phenomenological objection to utili-

tarianism. To illustrate this point, Scanlon considers Peter Singer’s influential argument in

his Famine, Affluence, and Morality. In this article Singer defends an extremely demanding

principle of aid that is distinctively utilitarian in spirit:

“If it is in our power to prevent something bad from happening, without thereby
sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance, we ought, morally, to do
it.”50

Singer’s defence of this principle relies on the considerable intuitive appeal of the value

central to utilitarianism. It requires us only to acknowledge that if it is in our power to

make the world better by performing an action that brings about more good than harm,

this is something we ought to do. Given certain uncontroversial facts about inequalities in

our world, it follows from this principle that we have a moral obligation to sacrifice much of

our own wealth and well-being to improve the lives of the world’s poorest.

Scanlon does not challenge Singer’s conclusion that we ought to do a great deal to address

global poverty and inequality, including the sacrifice of personal wealth and well-being. He

argues, however, that Singer’s argument fails to capture much of what is central to the

reason-giving force of this judgement. Singer’s focus is on how bad it is that there is so

much easily remedied suffering in the world. The world, put simply, is not as good as

it could be. In response, Scanlon notes that when considering the humanitarian disasters

Singer presents:

“[W]hat I was moved by was not just the sense of how bad it was that people
were starving (. . . ). What I felt, overwhelmingly, was the quite different sense
that it was wrong for me not to aid them, given how easily I could do so.”51

Scanlon emphasises the word ‘wrong’ in his response to Singer. This, I think, fails to capture

what sets his own intuitions apart from those of Singer. What Scanlon’s response brings

out is the centrality of the pronouns ‘me’ and ‘them’. When we hear about famines in

49Smart/Williams (1973), 99.
50Singer (1972), 231.
51Scanlon (1998), 162 Emphasis in original.
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Bangladesh or earthquakes in Haiti, Scanlon’s observation is that our first thought is not

that the world is now a worse place than it needs to be. Our first thought is that there

is so much that we can do for them. There is a relational structure to many of our moral

judgements, relating victims and perpetrators, those needing help and those in a position

to provide it at relatively little cost.

It is perhaps striking that Mill appears to identify a similar shortcoming in the utilitarian

analysis. Mill acknowledges that in response to a question about what motivation we have

for pursuing the general happiness through our actions, or a question about the sanctions

behind his principle of utility, it may not be sufficient to invoke a concern for the general

happiness. Mill appears to acknowledge that in fully explicating what we are responding to

in making moral judgements we must include more than the value of the greatest happiness.

What, then, does Mill think he must add to his account?

Mill notes that there are both internal and external sanctions that are relevant to the

question of moral motivation.52 He accepts, however, that such sanctions are shaped largely

by upbringing, education, and society. At the heart of the question of moral motivation

therefore, Mill introduces a powerful natural sentiment: “the social feelings of mankind; the

desire to be in unity with our fellow creatures.”53 By “unity with our fellow creatures,” Mill

intends a feeling that “there should be harmony between his feelings and aims and those of

his fellow creatures.”54 With this, Mill seems to recognise a general desire to live on good

terms with our fellow humans, and so to avoid actions that threaten this unity and harmony.

It is the appeal of this way of life, he appears to suggest, that supplements our concern for

the greatest happiness to provide a more complete account of the reasons we have to do as

morality requires.

Mill takes himself to be confronting a psychological question when offering this account

of moral motivation. In Mill’s psychological response, however, Scanlon finds the materials

for a response to his own version of the question of motivation, as distinguished above. The

challenge is to identify a substantive value that offers us a better understanding of why

we ought to take the demands of morality seriously while steering clear of either horn of

Prichard’s dilemma.

52Mill (1998), 74.
53Mill (1998), 77.
54Mill (1998), 79.
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Mill’s notion of a “unity with our fellow creatures,” Scanlon suggests, is very close to the

value he wishes to place at the centre of his theory.55 Unlike Mill, however, Scanlon does not

intend to make a psychological claim about what ultimately motivates us to act on moral

judgements. Instead, Scanlon reinterprets Mill’s observations as a claim about the value of

standing in a certain kind of interpersonal relationship.56 Mill may well be right to talk of

feelings and sentiments, but for Scanlon, these are psychological symptoms of a prior and

valuable relationship we share with all our fellow humans. The value of this relationship

is, on Scanlon’s view, what should take the place of the utilitarian’s appeal to the greatest

happiness, as it is the value of this relationship we respond to in doing what is right and

avoiding what is wrong. Consequently, it is the value of this relationship that it is at the

centre of his contractualist theory:

“The contractualist ideal of acting in accord with principles that others (similarly
motivated) could not reasonably reject is meant to characterize the relation with
others the value and appeal of which underlies our reasons to do what morality
requires. This relation (. . . ) might be called a relation of mutual recognition.
Standing in this relation to others is appealing in itself–worth seeking for its own
sake.”57

How does this proposed value satisfy the requirements laid out above? How, that is, does

it provide a response to Prichard’s dilemma?

Scanlon’s explanation begins with an analogy. He observes that a dilemma similar to

Prichard’s dilemma might arise when we ask ourselves why we should be loyal to our friends.

Obvious answers risk either triviality—‘because they are your friend’—or provide reasons of

the wrong kind—‘because you risk losing the many benefits of friendship.’ Scanlon argues

that this problem dissipates only when we recognise that loyalty to our friends is motivated

by the value we place on the friendship relationship itself. The “right response,” he argues,

“is, first, to characterize the relationship that friendship involves in a way that makes it

clear why it is something desirable and admirable in itself.”58 This value is both sufficiently

distinct from loyalty to one’s friends to yield a non-trivial account, and sufficiently close to

what we consider important about friendship to yield an account that is not unpalatably

oriented towards something external. By making it clear that it is the friendship relationship

we value, we are able to provide a clearer picture of the reasons we have to be loyal to our

55Scanlon (1998), 162.
56It is worth noting that Mill himself believed that the fact that we desire something offers reasonable

evidence for the claim that that thing is valuable.
57Scanlon (1998), 162.
58Scanlon (1998), 161.



CHAPTER 1. RELATIONSHIPS AND MORALITY 31

friends.

The same structure, argues Scanlon, holds true of morality more generally. It is the

fact that we share a potentially valuable relationship with each other that provides us with

a reason to treat each other only in certain morally permissible ways. Once we recognise

that it is the value of a relationship of this kind that underlies morality, Prichard’s dilemma

dissipates. The value of a relationship of this kind is both sufficiently distinct from morality

itself to avoid the charge of circularity, while close enough to resist the charge that the subject

has been changed, or that a reason of the wrong kind has been offered. On Scanlon’s view,

therefore, we refrain from lying, cheating, etc., because these are all wrong, but these are

not just formal imperatives; they are aspects of the value we place on living with others in

a relation of mutual respect. Conversely, the occasion of loss that accompanies charges of

injustice and immorality also reflect the importance we place on “living in unity with our

fellow creatures.”

This relationship, that Mill describes as one of “unity with our fellow creatures,” and

which Scanlon describes as a “relationship of mutual recognition” or a “moral relationship,”

is the substantive value he wishes to place at the centre of his theory in the place of the

greatest happiness. As neither has provided a particularly detailed account of the structure

of this relationship, I treat these three as largely co-extensive. I will, however, proceed to

describe this relationship as the “moral relationship.” This phrase is simple, and reflects

Scanlon’s most recent description of the relationship. It also avoids prejudging any of the

structural features of this relationship. Unlike Nagel’s relationship, this relationship is not

established by any act of wrongdoing or hostility. It is a relationship that connects us to all

our fellow rational creatures. It is therefore a relationship that appears sufficiently broad

and inclusive to make Scanlon’s contractualist theory a genuinely relational moral theory in

the sense that all our moral judgements, even those that concern complete strangers, can

be explained by reference to the value of relationships.

1.5.5 An ambiguity in Scanlon

I have suggested that the value at the centre of Scanlon’s substantive theory is the value of a

relationship I referred to as the moral relationship. It is on this interpretation that Scanlon’s

contractualism represents an interesting model for a relational moral theory. This will

therefore be the interpretation I focus on an explore in this thesis. It is also an interpretation
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that is supported by many of Scanlon’s statements. It is worth noting, however, that there

is some ambiguity in Scanlon’s stated position, and that he may, at times, be read as

endorsing an alternative formulation of the substantive value at the centre of his theory.

I will mention this interpretation only to set it aside, as my main aim in this thesis is to

explore the possibility of a relational theory of morality, not to provide an exegetical account

of Scanlon’s work.

In addition to the value of a relationship of mutual recognition, Scanlon also frequently

refers to a distinctive value he describes as the “value of human life.” Scanlon suggests,

however, that the value of human life is a good example of a value that cannot be valued

by simple promotion or maximisation.59 Respecting the value of human life is not a matter

first and foremost of maximising the number of human beings currently living. While we

usually have reason not to destroy human life, the fact that there is not a corollary reason to

bring as much life into existence as possible suggests that these reasons do not flow from the

simple thought that more human life is better than less. Appropriately valuing human life is

therefore not a matter of maximisation, but a matter of appropriately respecting the value

of human lives, or rather, respecting those who live these lives. Scanlon therefore proposes

that:

“Respecting the value of human (rational) life requires us to treat rational crea-
tures only in ways that would be allowed by principles that they could not
reasonably reject insofar as they, too, were seeking principles of mutual gover-
nance which other rational creatures could not reasonably reject. [. . . ] I do not
claim that this is the only possible response to the problem of understanding
the requirements of valuing human life, much less that I have offered a strict
argument for it. [. . . ] In the remainder of this book I will argue for this same
idea as the best understanding of our ideas of right and wrong, or of ‘what we
owe to each other’.”60

This passage in particular suggests an alternative reading of Scanlon’s substantive theory

than the relational model I have proposed above. Perhaps the value Scanlon intends to place

at the centre of his moral theory is not that of a valuable relationship, but rather the value

of human life. It is the value of human life we respond to in doing what is right and avoiding

what is wrong, but once we reflect on the nature of the value of human life, we see that

this must be done by living in accord with the contractualist formula rather than through

simple maximisation.

59Scanlon (1998), pp. 103-5.
60Scanlon (1998), 106-7.
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On this reading, Scanlon’s contractualism does not distinguish itself from utilitarian

alternatives first and foremost by proposing an alternative substantive value. While cer-

tain structural features of the contractualist formula will perhaps differentiate the two in

some cases, the value of human life is quite close to the value of human happiness. What

distinguishes contractualism from utilitarianism is, on this reading, instead its claim that

the utilitarian values human life in the wrong way. Scanlon’s real contribution then comes

from identifying the correct way of valuing human life through a procedure embedded in the

contractualist formula.

What then of Scanlon’s many references to the value of a relationship of mutual recogni-

tion? One possible interpretation is that while the value of human life is meant to underlie

our judgements of right and wrong, the value of the moral relationship is intended to account

for the legitimacy of certain reactive attitudes, such as blame and resentment.61 On this

view, the question of whether a particular action is wrong is settled by whether the action

and the deliberation that preceded it showed adequate respect for the value of human life,

while questions of whether anyone deserves blame for their actions, and whether resent-

ment is an appropriate response, turn on whether the deliberation from which it resulted

adequately respected the value of the moral relationship.

Scanlon does suggest there is a close connection between the moral relationship and

reactive attitudes such as blame. In his later book Moral Dimensions, for example, he

makes the following claim:

“[T]o claim that a person is blameworthy for an action is to claim that that
action shows something about the agent’s attitudes toward others that impairs
the relations that others can have with him or her. To blame a person is to
judge him or her to be blameworthy and to take your relationship with him or
her to be modified in a way that this judgment of impaired relations holds to be
appropriate.”62

On this account, to judge someone blameworthy is to judge that their action has impaired,

and consequently modified, your moral relationship with them. This judgement turns not

only on the nature of the action itself, but also on the reasons why the agent chose to perform

that action—what Scanlon refers to as the ‘meaning’ of the action.

An interpretation that focuses on the value of human life in place of the value of the moral

relationship is, I think, a plausible version of a Scanlonian moral theory. Its main exegeti-

61I am grateful to Rahul Kumar for drawing my attention to this interpretation.
62Scanlon (2008), pp. 128-9.
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cal challenge comes perhaps from Scanlon’s discussion of Prichard’s dilemma, as described

above.63 Scanlon clearly identifies Prichard’s dilemma as one of the central challenges to a

moral theory. Further, and as noted above, Scanlon’s solution to this important problem

relies on pointing to how the value of the friendship relationship might resolve a similar

dilemma concerning the question of why we ought to be loyal to our friends. If Scanlon

intends to meet the challenge of Prichard’s dilemma by appeal to the value of human life

rather than the moral relationship, this analogy appears entirely out of place, as however

human life is best valued, it is not itself a relationship.

My view is that there is simply an ambiguity in Scanlon’s work concerning the precise

nature of the value at the centre of his substantive theory. This is, in part, facilitated by

the fact that the value of the moral relationship is very closely tied to the value of human

life. A big part of respecting your relationship with someone is respecting the value of their

life. As it is not my aim in this thesis to conduct an exegetical study of Scanlon’s work I

will, however, simply set aside this alternative reading. I will also set aside Scanlon’s claims

about the role of the moral relationship in settling questions of blame and other reactive

attitudes, and focus on its role in settling questions of right and wrong. My main aim is

to explore the possibility of a genuinely relational moral theory, whether this is precisely

what Scanlon has in mind or not. As I will argue in later chapters, however, I do believe

there would be advantages available to Scanlon if he were to favour a relational theory over

a theory centred on the value of human life.

1.6 Motivating a relational theory of morality

So far in this chapter my emphasis has been on outlining the conceptual space for a genuinely

relational moral theory and describing a few examples of such theories. It is, however, one

thing to find conceptual space for such a view, and another to motivate it. I therefore want

to end this chapter with a discussion of why a relational moral theory of this kind might be

thought worth pursuing.

Scanlon’s own motivations are largely phenomenological. His contractualist theory, he

suggests, simply does a better job of capturing what is central to our experience of morality.64

63Scanlon (1998), 150
64As Scanlon’s stated motivations all make reference to a relational structure he believes other theories

overlook or marginalise, this offers further support for reading Scanlon as a relational theory, as opposed to
one centred on the value of human life.



CHAPTER 1. RELATIONSHIPS AND MORALITY 35

Hence Scanlon states:

“Why accept this account of moral motivation? I accept it, first, because it
seems to me to be phenomenologically accurate. When I reflect on the reason
that the wrongness of an action seems to supply not to do it, the best description
of this reason I can come up with has to do with the relation to others that such
acts would put me in.”65

More specifically, Scanlon appears to believe that his theory succeeds in capturing something

important and familiar from our own pre-theoretical moral reflections that rival theories do

not. Recall his discussion of Singer’s Famine, Affluence, and Morality, in which he notes

that:

“. . . [W]hat I was moved by was not just the sense of how bad it was that people
were starving (. . . ). What I felt, overwhelmingly, was the quite different sense
that it was wrong for me not to aid them, given how easily I could do so.”66

Here Scanlon’s claim appears to be that there is an interpersonal dimension to our pre-

theoretical morality that is not well captured by utilitarian theories. When our attention

turns to situations such as the one Singer describes, our minds inevitably turn to the people

we could aid, and to our relationship with them. These thoughts are what move us to act,

believes Scanlon, not the thought that the world is a certain way, or that a certain state of

affairs obtains. Scanlon appears to believe that these phenomenological observations do not

point merely to an accidental psychological feature of our deliberation, but to the objective

value we are responding to in making such deliberations.

Scanlon also suggests a second phenomenological advantage to his view.67 Moral motiva-

tion is, he suggests, complex.68 While it is true that we sometimes refrain from performing

some action purely for the reason that it is wrong, we frequently experience our moral be-

haviour in more concrete terms. We avoid performing certain actions because they cause

pain, would let someone down, or would disappoint. More often than not it is attitudes

of this kind that dominate our moral thought rather than thoughts about which actions

are right and which actions are wrong. Scanlon believes his theory is well-positioned to ex-

plain this complexity. This is because his contractualist account does not serve as a simple

sanction on our conduct, but provides us instead with a higher-order reason to shape our

65Scanlon (1998), 155. Note that Scanlon is here again using his somewhat unorthodox and non-
psychological reading of ‘moral motivation’ as outlined above.

66Scanlon (1998), 162 Emphasis in original.
67Scanlon (1998), 156.
68On this occasion Scanlon appears to be using the phrase ‘moral motivation’ to refer to the traditional

psychological question of what moves us to act.
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deliberations in certain ways, namely in the way necessary to respect the value of the moral

relationship.

The final motive Scanlon cites is his belief that his contractualist theory provides the

best available solution to Prichard’s dilemma, as described above. The moral relationship

represents a value that is both sufficiently close to our ordinary notion of morality to provide

it with a basis of the kind we want, yet not so close as to leave open the charge of triviality.

Scanlon does not go so far as to suggest it provides the only available response to Prichard’s

dilemma, but he clearly regards his contractualism’s ability to resolve this difficult dilemma

as a significant feature in its favour.

Scanlon, recall, is interested in developing a deeper understanding of what it is for an

action to be wrong. He is therefore perhaps entitled to show some interest in the phe-

nomenology of our actual moral deliberations. He is perhaps also entitled to claim that

fidelity to this phenomenology—if, in fact, his own experiences are widely shared—does,

at least prima facie, count in favour of a moral theory. Such considerations are, however,

surely not decisive. First, Scanlon’s utilitarian rival might well argue that their own theory

provides ample room for accommodating the complexity of moral motivation. A utilitarian

is surely not committed to the view that moral agents must also always act for the reason

that their action promotes the general happiness. Many utilitarians, including Mill, have

in fact argued that such an approach might be counterproductive. Better, they suggest,

that we cultivate a general disposition towards keeping our promises, not letting each other

down, and telling the truth, as this is likely to do more for the general good in the long run.

Second, even where the phenomenology of our moral deliberations does not line up with

the relevant substantive value of, for example, the general happiness, the utilitarian might

offer an explanation of why our thinking is not reflective of the key values at the centre of

morality. The way in which we are accustomed to thinking about morality might well have

been decisively influenced by our culture and our upbringing, and there is no guarantee that

the values that dominated these are the same as those at the centre of morality.

While I am not entirely convinced by the force Scanlon’s own motivations, therefore, I

think there are two important aspects to his discussion that do provide good motivation for

developing a relational theory of morality. These are, first, that it represents a systematic

moral theory that accommodates the thought that an important area of morality is in some

way fundamentally interpersonal, and second, that it provides a clear and well-grounded
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alternative to consequentialist moral theories. To this I add also a third motivation. A

relational moral theory, I suggest, offers a much more satisfying and stable account of how

morality can accommodate limited and justifiable partiality than the hybrid view proposed

by Scheffler.

1.6.1 Interpersonal morality

The structure of many of our moral judgements suggests that they are interpersonal in the

sense that they make reference to two distinct persons. If I promise to meet you for lunch

but fail to meet you at the restaurant, we are inclined to say that I have wronged you. We

might similarly claim that King Lear was wronged by his daughter (or rather, by two of

them), when he was cast out on to the heath. These judgements record the fact that a wrong

has been done, but their structure also emphasises the fact that they involve one person

wronging another. Moral judgements that stress an interpersonal element in this way can

be contrasted to moral judgements that do not. We might equally have said, perhaps more

simply, that what I did, and Goneril did (or what Regan did) was wrong. These judgements

record the fact that a wrong has been done without recording any party who was wronged.

Our intuitions sometimes suggest that the interpersonal form of these judgements cap-

tures something important that the simpler form leaves out. Michael Thompson, for exam-

ple, records the following intuitions.69 I may not kill Sylvia, he argues, for the reason that

she is just ahead of me on the waiting list for law school admissions. Nor may I kill Sylvia

for the charitable aim of harvesting her organs to save the lives of several others. I am not

even permitted to kill Sylvia in order to prevent several other persons from being murdered.

These intuitions are explained by the fact, suggests Thompson, that Sylvia and I share a

“peculiar nexus.” The consequence of this is that, whatever my reasons, in killing Sylvia I

would wrong her. Reflecting on such cases, argues Thompson, shows us that bipolar judge-

ments of the kind ‘X wronged Y in doing A’ do not reduce to monadic judgements of the

kind ‘X did wrong in doing A.’ Such a reduction would inevitably, according to Thompson,

leave out something important.70

G.E.M. Anscombe appears to believe something similar, at least in her response to

Philippa Foot’s influential account of the doctrine of double effect. Anscombe questions

the claim that scarce medical resources should be devoted, always, to saving the greater

69Thompson (2004), 334ff.
70Thompson (2004), 339.
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number.71 While all could object, she argues, if the resources were wasted, surely none

could claim that the scarce resources were owed to them in particular. “Why, just because

he was one of five who could have been saved, is he wronged in not being saved if someone

is supplied with it who needed it? (. . . ) So who was wronged?” She then proceeds to ask:

“if no one is wronged, how does the rescuer commit any wrong?”72 Judging an action to

be wrong appears, on her view, to require the identification of someone wronged, not just a

judgement of which outcome would be better.

Jay Wallace has argued that an appreciation of the essentially interpersonal aspect of

many moral judgements offers us one of the most promising ways of explaining what he

refers to as the “deontic structure of morality.” Morality, he suggests, presents itself with

a normative force of a particular kind that is difficult to explain. Moral reasons present

themselves with a force other decisive normative reasons do not. This “deontic” feature

of morality stands in need of an explanation, but such an explanation, he argues, remains

elusive.

The most promising strategy for offering such an explanation, suggests Wallace, is to

look to the fact that moral reasons typically present themselves within a distinctively in-

terpersonal structure. “Reasons exhibit a deontic structure when they are constitutively

implicated in complexes of relational (or“bipolar”) normativity.”73 But what is it for a

reason to be embedded in a bipolar or interpersonal structure? Wallace’s examples feature

a person who approaches me for some time out of my day as my friend. Wallace therefore

argues that the question is whether this model provided by friendship can effectively be

generalised to provide an account of the deontic structure of morality more generally.

The belief that morality is in some way deeply or essentially interpersonal in this way

provides one motivation for pursuing a relational theory of morality. A relational theory

can provide a clear explanation of why the claim that an action wronged someone expresses

something more fundamental than the simpler claim that a wrong was done. If the pro-

posed moral relationship is understood as a fundamentally interpersonal relationship, and

all judgements of right and wrong are thought to reflect either the direct impact of our

actions on this relationship, or a judgement about whether our actions imply appropriate

respect for the value of this relationship, all judgements of right and wrong will depend on a

71Anscombe (1967), pp.16-17.
72Anscombe (1967), pp.16-17.
73Wallace (2012), 18.
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relationship that is fundamentally interpersonal. As such, they too must be understood as

fundamentally interpersonal. There can be no wrongs that are not wrong first and foremost

because of their failure to appropriately value an interpersonal relationship.

The interpersonal approach is, however, not without problems of its own. The claim that

all, or at least a significant class, of wrongs take the form of one person wronging another

does appear odd in some circumstances. Imagine, for example, a drunk driver speeding

recklessly through a quiet village late at night without any regard for the safety of those

who live there. Imagine, however, that as luck would have it, there is no one on the streets

that night. In fact, no one is even awake to witness his recklessness. In such cases we want

to hold on to the judgements that what the drunk driver did was wrong, but in such a case,

no one immediately presents themselves as the party wronged. This suggests quite strongly

that not all wrongs take the form of one person wronging another. These are questions

for later chapters. My claim here is only that a relational theory of morality succeeds in

enshrining a relational structure many have claimed to be central to morality, and that this

provides one important motivation for considering whether such a theory can be coherently

and convincingly articulated.

1.6.2 An alternative to consequentialism

A second motivation for a relationship-dependent moral theory is that it can provide a clear

and well-founded alternative to consequentialist moral theories. In his earliest statement of

his contractualist view, Scanlon identified utilitarianism as the dominant moral theory of our

time. It represents, he suggests, a position one must “struggle against” if one wishes to avoid

it.74 Much of its appeal, he suggests, is owed to difficulties with the foundations of rival

views, and accordingly, the challenge to non-utilitarian views is to provide a clear account

of their own foundations. This is the challenge Nagel was taking up when considering what

might ground absolute deontic prohibitions even during war. What Nagel recognises is

the importance of grounding our intuitions on these matters in something as robust as the

general good. What Prichard’s dilemma reveals is that identifying such a value is no easy

task.

This, I believe, is the real point behind Scanlon’s emphasis on his contractualism’s abil-

ity to respond to Prichard’s dilemma. It is not that Prichard’s dilemma provides, for some

74Scanlon (1982), 103.
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obscure reason, the ultimate yard-stick for a moral theory. Rather, Prichard’s dilemma suc-

ceeds in isolating what Scanlon takes to be one of the greatest challenges to a non-utilitarian

moral theory. It simultaneously emphasises the appeal of the substantive structure Scanlon

and the utilitarian favour, and points to the difficulty of identifying a substantive value to

rival the utilitarian’s own appeal to the greatest happiness. One way of interpreting Scan-

lon’s early comments about the dominance of utilitarian views is as the claim that this is the

only theory that has thus far been able to offer a plausible response to Prichard’s dilemma.

In being able to offer a second plausible response to this dilemma a relational theory cen-

tred on the value of a valuable moral relationship thereby establishes itself as a clear and

well-founded alternative to utilitarian moral theories. The prospect of identifying such an

alternative therefore provides a second important motivation to pursue the articulation of a

relational theory of morality.

As the opening sections of this chapter make clear, a relational moral theory can also

offer a particularly appealing alternative to consequentialist theories by offering a structure

that is able to accommodate a degree of agent-relativity and so avoid many of the traditional

objections to utilitarian and consequentialist theories.

The substantive value at the centre of traditional utilitarian theories, as well as many

other forms of consequentialist theory, is an entirely agent-neutral value. Consequently

such theories have been charged variously with failing to accommodate certain distributive

principles of fairness and for generating counter-intuitive results in cases where the small

pleasures of a very large group of persons are aggregated to outweigh a very serious harm to

a single person. In a similar vein, utilitarian theories are often thought to provide inadequate

room for the pursuit of personal projects central to a person’s character and integrity, and

for failing to make room for many valuable interpersonal relationships. Many of these

relationships require us to afford our friends and loves ones a privileged position in our

deliberations in a way that consequentialist theories centred on an agent-neutral value find

difficult to accommodate.75

If successful, a relational moral theory might be able to offer convincing responses to

many of these concerns. By placing the value of a relationship at its centre, a relational

moral theory will include a fundamentally interpersonal and agent-relative element. As even

our most general moral obligations will ultimately be grounded in our moral relationship with

75See, for example: Wolf (1982), Jackson (1991), Railton (1984), Williams (1981), and Rawls (1999),
19-24.
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all other moral agents, it is likely that such a view will be in a better position to recognise

and accommodate the agent-relative reasons flowing from our own personal projects and

our own personal relationships with friends, family, and loved ones. As will be discussed

more extensively in later chapters, a relational theory will also be well-positioned to resist

a number of the aggregative features of agent-neutral utilitarianism.

A relational moral theory might therefore offer both a well-founded alternative to utilitar-

ianism and provide a plausible line of response to many of the problems that have challenged

such theories. This provides a distinct and important second motivation for articulating a

relational moral theory.

1.6.3 A more plausible alternative to hybrid views

At the beginning of this chapter I described what Samuel Scheffler has labelled a “hybrid

view.” The hybrid view gets its name from its attempts to combine the agent neutrality cen-

tral to Godwin’s outlook with some of the agent-relativity emphasised by Williams. It does

so by arguing that our moral obligations and permissions can be traced to two distinct kinds

of value. Our most general moral obligations are explained by a value about which Scheffler

says very little but describes as the value of “our common humanity.” These obligations

are tempered, however, by the permissibility of certain forms of partiality towards those

with whom we share significant relationships. These special permissions, or prerogatives,

are explained by the value of these relationships themselves.

The hybrid view offers a coherent overview of the structure of the relevant obligations

and permissions. It does, however, strike me as rather unsatisfying and potentially unstable.

While such a view provides a clear defence of our special relationship-based duties, it says

very little about our more general duties. It does, however, make it clear that these duties

are grounded in the value of something other than a relationship. This raises both the

question of what value this is, but also a number of questions about how this value is to be

balanced and traded against the value of various relationships. The importance of providing

a clear answer to this latter question is clear from the fact that not all relationships provide

grounds for permissible partiality, and that no relationships, presumably, provide grounds

for unlimited partiality. While it may be permissible to afford additional weight to the

interests of our friends, the extent to which this partiality is permissible must surely be

constrained by our more general moral obligations to everyone. Even if you are permitted
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to save your wife over a complete stranger, it does not seem plausible to claim that you may

permissibly let a stranger drown in order to keep your wife’s shoes dry.

The hybrid view therefore implies that we are continually comparing and balancing the

value of our various relationships against a completely distinct non-relational value. Again, I

do not find any incoherence in this claim, but I do believe a relational moral theory presents

a simpler picture of this process.

On a relational moral theory both our most general moral obligations and the permis-

sibility of certain specific duties to, for example, our friends, are explained by the value of

relationships. The former are explained by the value of the moral relationship, the latter

by the value of friendship. On this picture, understanding the limits of partiality involves

understanding how the demands of our more general relationships limit the permissions and

obligations of our more familiar relationships. The strength of the relational view in this

case is that this is a process we are perfectly familiar with. Each of us share in a large

number of relationships, and it is not uncommon for these to overlap. Friends can be lovers.

Classmates can be siblings. My boss can be my friend. There are perhaps some mutually

exclusive relationships, but most are not. Consider, for example, a case in which I, as head

of a hiring committee, interview a good friend for a job. As a friend I am likely permitted,

if not obligated, to do what I can to help my friend secure any job she is interviewing for.

As a participant in the interviewer-interviewee relationship, however, I am required to show

strict impartiality and am not permitted to do what I can to ensure my friend is successful

in her application. Note that in this case, it is not that we are no longer friends for the

duration of the interview, or that the context of the interview temporarily suspends our

friendship. Many of the other demands of the friendship relationship will not conflict with

the interviewer-interviewee relationship, and am I surely obligated by these throughout the

interview. I might, for example, be obligated to hope my friend does well in the interview,

and it would be wrong of me to be entirely indifferent to my friend’s success, even during the

interview. Similarly, a doctor treating their own child for an illness might not be permitted

to give their child preferential access to scarce medical resources, but will continue to be

bound by a range of other parental obligations, even in the context of the treatment.

This is not to claim that there are always easy or precise answers to when and how various

relationships constrain each other. In general, however, we have a clear understanding how

the demands and permissions of various relationships can overlap and conflict, and how
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context aids us in determining which relationships should take priority in such cases. On

the relational view, therefore, the process of balancing partiality against more general moral

obligations is an extension of an entirely familiar process.

This feature of a relational view is perhaps more appealing still if—like the Stoics, Scan-

lon, and Nagel—you see no clear difference in the character of our obligations to friends and

strangers. A proponent of the hybrid view could respond to my above argument by noting

that the contractualist appears perfectly content with a hybrid view in other cases. While

this will be a subject for later chapters, Scanlon would presumably accept that I ought not

to sacrifice a priceless collection of art to prevent some trivial injury to your person. Unless

a relational moral theory wants to make a very implausible claim about sharing a moral

relationship also with the art collection, this seems to be a case in which the value of my

relationship with you is to be compared to, and balanced against, the value of art. This

is, I think, a promising response, but the difference seems to be that the character of my

obligation to prevent the destruction of art does seem different from my obligation to other

persons. While this case does genuinely appear as a difficult case in which entirely distinct

values are to be balanced against each other, a relational moral theory might claim that

the same is not true when our obligations with our friends conflict with those we have to

strangers.

1.7 Conclusion

This chapter started with a brief presentation of a dilemma familiar from the literature

of moral theory. Despite the apparent impartiality of morality, it seems that morality

must be able to accommodate the partiality required by at least some important personal

relationships such as familial love and friendship. The value of these relationships, it is

widely felt, provides us with at least some justification for favouring the interests of our

nearest and dearest.

What emerged from this argument was a hybrid moral theory in which the value of

certain relationships was seen to constrain to the impartiality required by morality more

generally. The resulting moral theory supported reasons grounded in both an agent-neutral

value, such as the greatest happiness, and certain agent-relative values, such as those of

friendship, marriage, and familial love.

I did not challenge or criticise such hybrid views. Rather, I suggested that their structure,
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and in particular the normatively significant role they assign to certain relationships, points

towards a more ambitious project which I followed Scheffler in labelling a relational moral

theory. Such a theory aims not to appeal to the value of a relationship in order to carve out

certain exceptions to the more general demands of impartial morality, but instead to ground

all moral judgements in the value of one or more relationships. It seeks, that is, to endorse

the hybrid view’s claim that some permissions and obligations can be traced to the value

of a relationship, but to radically extend this claim by arguing that this structure explains

all our moral obligations. The challenge to such a relational theory is that of identifying

a relationship that is sufficiently broad and inclusive to support the full range of moral

judgements with which it is now saddled. I then argued that one promising interpretation

of the contractualism of T.M. Scanlon is as a theory attempting to provide a relational theory

of precisely this kind. On this interpretation, Scanlon’s contractualism seeks to replace the

substantive value at the centre of utilitarian theories with the value of a broad and inclusive

“moral relationship” or “relationship of mutual recognition.”

I have not yet said anything in defence of a relational moral theory. The main challenge

for such a theory is, I think, that of articulating a clear and coherent picture of the valuable

relationship at its centre. The limited attention relational moral theories have received up

until now is, I think, in part a consequence of the fact that the nature of this relationship

is yet to be adequately explained. Like the Stoic Cosmopolitans, existing accounts tend

towards metaphor and generalisations of more familiar relationships. If a relational moral

theory is to successfully extend the role relationships such as friendship play in grounding

certain permissions to morality more generally, however, our understanding of the moral

relationship must be as robust as our understanding of friendship. A metaphor cannot take

the place of the utilitarian’s appeal to the greatest happiness. As Scanlon has made clear,

this must be done by a well-articulated and substantive value. It is the task of clarifying

the notion of a moral relationship that I turn to in the next two chapters.



Chapter 2

The Structure of the Moral Relationship

2.1 Introduction

In the previous chapter I presented the idea of a relational moral theory premised on the value

of a moral relationship. In this chapter and the next I want to begin the process of describing

this relationship in more detail. Developing a clearer understanding of the moral relationship

will involve determining what it takes to share in this relationship, understanding the value

of this relationship, and clarifying how a relationship of this kind might provide reasons and

obligations to those who share in it.

Before beginning this project, however, I want to qualify my aims in two important

respects. First, I do not wish to make any exegetical claims about what proponents of

various relationship-based moral theories have, as a matter of fact, meant when articulating

their views. I intend only to use their views as a means of exploring whether a plausible

version of a relationship-based theory can be constructed, and as a means of identifying the

various decision points that arise during such a construction.

Second, I do not wish to propose that the version of the moral relationship and accom-

panying relationship-based theory I defend is either uniquely plausible or superior to all

alternatives. Determining what form the best relationship-based moral theory takes is a

question distinct from that of determining whether a moral theory with such a structure

is plausible, and one that involves both considering the claims I make in this thesis, and

considering and comparing alternatives. My aim in this thesis is only to determine whether

a defensible version of the moral relationship can be identified in a way that makes it a

suitable candidate for playing the role of a central value in a substantive moral theory.

45
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I will begin the project of developing a better understanding of the moral relationship in

this chapter by discussing its structure. Unlike friendship, familial love, and other familiar

relationships, we do not have a prior and independent understanding of the moral relation-

ship. We therefore do not have an intuitive grasp on what it takes to share in the moral

relationship and who we share it with. I will begin, therefore, by making some remarks about

the structure of relationships in general. This discussion will introduce a crucial distinction

between the constitution of a relationship and the norms that may obtain in virtue of a

relationship. This distinction will help introduce a number of further significant structural

features of relationships, and help emphasise the structural variety of relationships that have

been thought normatively significant.

In the final sections of this chapter I will build on these more general observations to

provide an account of the structure of the moral relationship itself. My position will be that

the moral relationship is best thought of as a broad and inclusive relationship constituted by

a distinctive kind of vulnerability shared by all beings with a capacity for rational thought

under certain conditions. Crucially, I will also argue that the contractualist formula, and

other norms specifying how we ought to act within the moral relationship, do not themselves

form part of the relationship’s constitution.

2.2 The structure of relationships: norms and constitution

Developing an understanding of the structure of the moral relationship might usefully start

with developing a better understanding of the structure of more familiar relationships. To

this end, Jay Wallace marks an important distinction central to understanding the structure

of any relationship. We can distinguish, he notes, between what he labels relationship-based

norms on the one hand, and relationship-constituting norms on the other.1 This distinction

can be illustrated with an example.

Consider the familiar case of friendship. Most of us are likely to have at least a general

understanding of what is expected of us as friends, and what we can legitimately expect of

those who we count among our friends. There will perhaps inevitably be some disagreement,

with some willing to offer more and others less, and it is perhaps important not to expect

an implausible degree of precision from this subject matter. There is, however, a core of

expectations most experienced and thoughtful friends will be able to agree upon. This will

1Wallace (2011b), 358.
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likely encompass a general understanding of the kind of care and concern we are expected to

show for our friends, the circumstances under which we are required to aid and help them, as

well as various expectations of loyalty and fidelity. This is just to say that we have a general

understanding of the various rules, expectations, and conventions that apply to us as friends.

Accordingly, if I betray a friend’s confidence or purposefully make myself unavailable to a

friend in crisis, we will likely judge that I have failed to some degree as a friend. These rules

and expectations are what Wallace refers to as ‘relationship-based norms.’2 They are the

norms that apply to us in virtue of the fact that, and only so far as, we are are a friend to

someone.

Wallace stresses, however, that in addition to understanding these rules and conventions,

there is a separate question of whether a given relationship counts as a friendship. We

can ask, that is, which of the many relationships we share with other people are properly

classed as friendships. This is a question even a complete understanding of the rules and

conventions of friendship cannot settle. I have described relationship-based norms as the

norms that apply to persons in so far as they are friends. Whether two persons satisfy

the conditions necessary to be classed as friends is therefore a prior question that must be

settled before we can judge whether a set of relationship-based norms apply to them. The

rules and expectations of friendship can take hold only once two persons can truly be said to

be friends. We do not expect complete strangers to treat us as they would a friend precisely

because we know that we are not friends. Before the benefits and requirements of friendship

set in, there is the separate and familiar act of making friends.

In addition to identifying the rules and norms that accompany a friendship therefore,

an important part of understanding the friendship relationship also requires distinguishing

that which must be the case in order for a relationship to count as a friendship. These are

what Wallace refers to these as ‘friendship-constituting norms.’3

This distinction is, of course, not unique to the friendship relationship. It is a common

feature of many relationships that they have both a constitution and a set of norms that

apply once a relationship is so constituted. Consider a marriage, which might be constituted

by a single vow, and which then brings a collection of substantial norms into force. The

distinction between the materials that constitute a relationship and the relationship-based

norms that apply to such a relationship is an important part of understanding the structure

2Wallace (2011b), 358.
3Wallace (2011b), 358.
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of a relationship. For my purposes, however, it is necessary to clarify and broaden some of

the terms Wallace uses in his description of the distinction.

First, Wallace’s discussion makes a number of references to “norms.” Norms can, how-

ever, be understood in various ways. In a strict sense, they might be understood simply as

the normative facts, that is, as the facts that capture the normative demands that actually

apply to us. On this view, while we can still make false claims, or have false beliefs, about

what norms there are, there is an independent fact of the matter as to what norms exist.4

For reasons of clarity, however, I will prefer to understand reference to norms more broadly.

As I will understand the notion of a norm in this context, it is simply an account of what

a person believes they can legitimately expect or demand of someone else’s conduct, along

with an account of what they believe others can legitimately expect of them in return. My

focus will be specifically on what we believe we can legitimately expect and demand of those

with whom we share certain relationships, and what we believe they can legitimately expect

in return.

To clarify this distinction, consider some committed members of a racist organisation

such as the Ku Klux Klan. Members of this organisation have a number of expectations and

demands of persons with whom they share a certain racial relationship. They likely believe

they have stronger obligations of care and concern for such persons, as well as expectations

that persons who share their race do not socialise or inter-marry with persons who do not.

These beliefs are certainly pernicious, and almost as certainly false. In the first and stricter

sense of ‘norms’ I described there are therefore no norms relevant to the relationship that

is of concern to members of the Ku Klux Klan. There are only false claims and false beliefs

about norms. On the second view, however, the Ku Klux Klan can properly speak of the

‘norms’ of the racial relationship that occupies their attention. This because while they are

almost certainly mistaken, they do have a well-articulated set of duties and expectations

that they believe applies to persons who share in the relevant relationship.

My concern in this chapter is first and foremost with the structure of relationships, not

with claims about the value of specific relationships or the truth of specific normative claims.

As pernicious relationships, such as those of concern to racists, appear structurally similar

to many of the other relationships I discuss, I will find it convenient to describe both types

4I am here ignoring certain meta-ethical views that would contest this claim, either by denying that
there are any normative facts at all, or by arguing that the normative facts are closely connected to what
an individual or a community believe the normative facts to be.
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of relationship in the same terms. When referring to the ‘norms’ of a relationship I will

therefore intend only to pick out a set of expectations and obligations that occupy a certain

structural role in a given relationship, and will not intend to make any claim about the truth

or force of these norms.

Second, while Wallace describes the materials that constitute a relationship such as

friendship as the “relationship-constituting norms,” it is important for my purposes to note

that relationships can be constituted by a great deal besides norms, even when these are

understood in the broad sense described above. In some cases norms will clearly form an

important part of the story of what constitutes a relationship. It is very plausible, for

example, that part of what constitutes a friendship is at least a disposition to honour some

of the norms that govern friendship. A relationship in which either or both parties fail

entirely to respect any of the normative requirements of friendship, and where neither party

shows any inclination or disposition towards respecting such norms, is unlikely to count as

a genuine friendship.5

As will become clear below, however, norm compliance is not a necessary feature of the

constitution of all relationships. While many relationships include some degree of norm-

compliance in their constitution, many do not. Historical or biological facts, for example,

appear capable of constituting relationships without the need for a further appeal to norms.

When settling the question of whether two persons share the parent-child relationship, for

example, it seems sufficient simply to establish whether certain biological facts obtain, or

in cases of adoption, whether certain historical facts obtain. While there clearly are many

norms specifying the expected behaviour of parents and children, compliance with these

norms does not appear relevant to settling the question of whether two persons are, in fact,

parent and child. A neglectful parent who finds no love for their child still shares in the

parent-child relationship, regardless of these normative failings. This example also suggests,

therefore, that some relationships can have a robust set of relationship-based norms, without

having any relationship-constituting norms. As the constitution of a relationship does not

necessarily include reference to any norms, I will find it clearer to refer to the relationships-

constituting facts.

5This still leaves open the possibility that we can have false beliefs about who our friends are. We may
well believe that a friend is disposed to honouring the norms of friendship while their commitment goes
untested. When circumstances arise that put this commitment to the test, however, we might well discover
that we were mistaken to believe that their commitment to the norms of friendship was sufficient for our
relationship to count as a genuine friendship.
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Finally, I want to distinguish a third structural feature of relationships which is only

implicit in Wallace’s distinction. A description of a relationship’s relationship-based norms

might aim to describe two distinct features of a relationship. It may be understood as a

factual description of the behaviour, expectations, dispositions, and sanctions that charac-

terise the actual practice of a particular relationship—the day to day running, as it were, of

a particular relationship. It is important to note, however, that we do not generally under-

stand the norms (in the broad sense) of a relationship by looking at actual practice. The

KKK, for example, can hold firm in their understanding of the norms that apply to their

race-relationship while observing that most people do not conform to these norms. The

norms of a relationship appear instead to have their origin in an implicit or explicit norma-

tive ideal of that relationship. Kant, for example, describes friendship as a relationship of

“maximum mutual love,” in which we love our friend as we love ourselves.6 He goes on to

note, however:

“This Idea of friendship enables us to measure friendship, and see how far it is
still deficient. So when Socrates said: “My dear friends, there are no friends”,
this was so much as to say that no friendship ever matches the Idea of friendship;
and he was right about this, for it is not in fact possible.”

Kant’s thought appears to be that as persons who understand friendship we have in

mind an ideal of friendship. This is a notion of friendship in its most perfect form. It is

clear that no actual friendship will live up to this ideal, but it nevertheless provides an ideal

towards which we can aspire and aim when conducting ourselves within our own friendships.

It is this ideal, not the actual practice of any particular friendship, that provides us with

an understanding of the norms of friendship. In Kant’s case, this involves aspiring to love

your friends as you love yourself, though an alternative friendship ideal may of course be

substituted.

Crucially, however, it is implicit in what Kant says that a relationship can continue to be

a friendship even when it inevitably falls short of the ideal. This explains how Socrates can

make his statement without contradiction. While there may be no friends when the word

is used to denote the ideal of friendship, most of us can count ourselves as participants in

friendships because the friendship relationship is not constituted by this normative ideal, but

instead by a suitable threshold commitment to the norms described by the ideal. While the

normative ideal of friendship helps settle the question of how we ought to behave towards

6Kant (1997), pp.423-4.
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our friends, it does not settle the question of when two persons can truly be said to be

friends.

For the purposes of my argument, therefore, Wallace’s distinction is most helpfully un-

derstood as a distinction between the various materials that constitute a relationship on the

one hand, and the norms (broadly understood) that apply to persons who stand in such

relationships on the other. Within this latter category we can distinguish also between the

actual practice of a particular relationship, and the normative ideal that sets the standard

for a relationship. Some relationships include, as part of their constitution, a degree of

commitment to the normative ideal of that relationship. The strength of this requirement

varies with the relationship in question. By contrast, some relationships are constituted by

facts that make no reference to the normative ideal of that relationship.

2.2.1 Further features of relationships

The distinction between the constitution, norms, and ideals of a relationship can also help

clarify some further structural features of relationships. My aim in the next section will be

to illustrate the degree to which relationships of potential normative significance vary with

respect to their basic structural features. In anticipation of this discussion it is therefore

also worth briefly outlining and clarifying some of the further structural features of familiar

relationships.

Some relationships are such that they can only be entered into by a voluntary act or

commitment. Marrying someone, for example, creates a relationship of great normative

significance. It is, however, not possible to accidentally or unintentionally marry someone.

It is a commitment that can only be made voluntarily, and a great deal of effort is typically

taken to ensure both parties satisfy this condition. The same might be said of becoming a

child’s godparent or adopting a child. What is common to these relationships is that their

constitution includes a kind of promise or commitment that can only be made voluntarily.

This precludes the possibility of there being instances of such relationships where the parties

have not entered into them voluntarily.

Other relationships, however, do not share this feature. Becoming a parent, for example,

can happen by accident as well as by design. In cases of rape it can even follow from a

vicious and violent act that is entirely without the consent of one of the future parents.

Similarly, being someone’s co-national, cell-mate, neighbour, or child, are all relationships
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we can simply find ourselves in without having performed a voluntary or intentional act that

we knew would, or could, lead to a relationship being formed. This because the constitution

of these relationships does not include anything like a commitment or a promise that can

only be entered into voluntarily.

A related structural feature of relationships also determined by their constitution is

whether the relationship is one that we can dissolve or exit, voluntarily or otherwise. Some

relationships are easily dissolved. There is a great deal of popular music and literature

chronicling the events and actions that can lead to the end of romantic relationships, in-

cluding marriage. Friendship also appears to be a kind of relationship that we can choose

to leave, and perhaps friends can also simply ‘grow apart’ despite there being no conscious

effort to end the friendship on either side. This feature is again tied to the constitution of

a relationship. Where a relationship is constituted by, for example, a commitment that can

be rescinded, or to an emotional component that can disappear, the relationship itself will

end when such a condition is no longer satisfied.

The constitution of other potentially significant relationships does not, however, appear

to make such an exit possible. The biological parent-child relationship, for example, appears

permanent, though adoption may successfully absolve both parent and child of most of the

obligations associated with this relationship. The same might be said of various ethnic, reli-

gious, and cultural relationships, though there will in some cases exist a means of extricating

oneself from such communities. Where a relationship is constituted by a kind of historical

or biological fact that cannot be undone, the relationship in question will be one from which

the parties cannot extricate themselves. Again, however, relationships on both side of this

divide appear to carry substantive relationship-based norms.

2.3 A variety of relationship structures

So far in this chapter I have distinguished and clarified some of the structural features of

relationships in general. I have described some features a relationship may, or may not, have,

and have explained how these features relate to each other. My ultimate aim is to make use

of these features to describe the structure of the moral relationship. My discussion this far

has been conducted in fairly general terms and I have not said much about the structure of

any specific relationships. Before proceeding to describe the moral relationship I therefore

want to clarify the structure of some of the familiar relationships that will feature in my
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discussion of the moral relationship. In particular, I want to stress the fact that there is a

great deal of diversity in the structure of more familiar and less controversial relationships.

Understanding this variety will be of importance when turning to the structure of the moral

relationship which, I will argue, is best understood by appropriating structural features of

a range of relationships, as opposed to assuming it must conform to the structure of any

single familiar relationship.

2.3.1 Friendship

Friendship is the first relationship I want to consider. A great deal has been written about

friendship and its moral significance. G.E. Moore described friendship as amongst the most

valuable things we know or can imagine. Aristotle devotes a great deal of his Nicomachean

Ethics to a discussion of friendship, and Kant described friendship as the “hobby-horse of

all poetical moralists” as, he argues, this is the first relationship in which we first begin to

sense the possibility of reconciling self-love and love for others.7 Friendship is also among

the close personal relationships that seem most clearly to provide us with strong norma-

tively significant reasons. It is therefore often invoked as an important model for the moral

relationship.

My aim in this section is not to provide a complete or exhaustive account of what

friendship consists in and what it demands. There are clearly a great many varieties of

friendship, and there is likely no precise way of demarcating each of these. As a consequence,

different persons will likely mean slightly different things by the term ‘friendship.’ My

intention in this section will only be to describe some features I take to be central to most

or all recognisable forms of friendship so that these features may be contrasted to those of

other relationships of potential normative significance.

Aristotle usefully begins his discussion of friendship by distinguishing it from mere good-

will.8 Good-will is at least in part an emotional requirement, often interpreted as a kind

of liking or loving. So understood, good-will is something we can have towards anyone.

We might, for example, develop feelings of good-will towards an athlete we have seen only

from afar, or of whom we have heard good things. We are, however, reluctant to call such

relationships friendships. Friendship is to be distinguished from such relationships first by

7Kant (1997), 423.
8Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, [1155b 30-35]. All references to the Nicomachean Ethics will be to the

2000 edition translated by T. Irwin
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the fact that in friendship we must have good-will for the other for their own sake, and

second by the fact that, in a friendship, each party reciprocates the good-will of the other

and both parties are aware of this reciprocated good-will.9

Aristotle goes on to note, however, that love or good-will can have many causes. There

are, he suggests, accordingly three types of friendship corresponding to three different sources

of love or good-will.10 The good-will that constitutes some friendships is founded on utility.

It is clear that there are many relationships we can establish that will provide some utility for

either or both parties. These might include the provision of mutual security or a commercial

partnership. A second kind of friendship is founded on pleasure. Our good-will towards

others is often explained by the fact that we find their company enjoyable, perhaps because

their are witty and amusing. The final kind of friendship Aristotle considers is what he

describes as “complete friendship.”11 In such friendships, each friend recognises the other

as virtuous, or of good character, and accordingly loves the other neither merely for utility

nor for pleasure, but for their own sake.

As this final description makes clear, there is some tension in Aristotle’s description of

friendship as a relationship premised on good-will towards the other for their own sake,

and the possibility of relationships premised on the provision of utility or pleasure. Such

relationships are therefore perhaps best thought of as deficient, and perhaps not strictly as

friendships at all.

From this description of three kinds of friendship, it is clear that Aristotle believes that

friendships can be dissolved. Friendships of utility and pleasure are, in particular, easily

dissolved,’12 for when either or both parties cease to find pleasure in the other, or no longer

find utility in their partnership, the foundation for their mutual good-will disappears and

their friendship will end. The final and complete form of friendship, however, is far stronger

and more enduring, as the object of love does not dissipate so easily. Though Aristotle does

not say so explicitly, it seems a complete friendship could dissolve only if the character of

one of the parties changed in a way that no longer made it possible for them to be loved for

their own sake.

Kant follows Aristotle in identifying three distinct kinds of friendship, each distinguished

by the source of our love for the other. Friendships of need are constituted by a mutually

9Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, [1155b 31]
10Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, [1156a 7-9]
11Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, [1156b8]
12Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, [1156a 20]
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beneficial arrangement born out of the “needs in life.” Under very primitive conditions, the

needs of humans might inspire us to band together in an effort to provide food, shelter,

security, etc. This, Kant suggests, was likely the source of the first friendships among

man.13 Friendships of taste are constituted by a reciprocal pleasure in each other’s company,

usually by interesting or entertaining one another. They consist in taking pleasure in mutual

association and are more common, Kant believes, among people of different stations in life,

as such persons are more likely to entertain and interest one another over time.

The final form of friendship—the friendship of disposition—is constituted by a feeling of

openness and trust that allows both parties to live in what Kant calls “full communion” with

one another. This form of friendship is only possible when we abandon our constraints and

“pour out all our feelings, attitudes, and judgements.”14 Such friendship clearly requires a

great deal of trust and confidence, and therefore appears possible principally among those

who have made themselves worthy of friendship.

Both Aristotle and Kant appear to describe relationships that are perhaps broader than

what is commonly captured by the English term “friendship.” What Aristotle and Kant

describe as friendships of utility and need would perhaps fall outside of the most common

understanding of friendship, though they may of course supply the beginnings of such a

relationship. A relationship constituted purely by shared utility would perhaps better be

understood as a partnership or as a relationship shard by colleagues rather than friends.

Most contemporary accounts of friendship do, however, follow both Kant and Aristotle

in emphasising the centrality of mutual care or concern. In order to count as friends it is

generally accepted that both parties must care for one another, and that they must care

for one another for their own sake, and not for some ulterior motive.15 This good-will

can take a variety of forms. Concern for a friend can exhibit itself in action through, for

example, helping and supporting them. It can also take the form of emotions, such as

feeling appropriate emotions of sympathy, joy in their success and disappointment in their

failures. Some emotional component has therefore also seemed constitutive of friendship.

This component should perhaps not be overstated. Long enduring friendships can perhaps

go through periods in which this emotional component is lacking, but a relationship in

which neither party cares for the other or their company at all has surely ceased to exist as

13Kant (1997), 425.
14Kant (1997), 426.
15See, for example, Helm (2009)



CHAPTER 2. THE STRUCTURE OF THE MORAL RELATIONSHIP 56

a friendship.

A friendship is also only a friendship if both parties understand it as such. Aristotle

appears right therefore, to stress the importance of both parties being to some extent aware

of their mutual good-will towards one another. Friendship in this sense can perhaps be

distinguished from what Scanlon labels “fanship.”16 I might develop affection for a sports

personality or a film star. I might even decide that I have certain obligations to them. Many

football fans clearly sense an obligation to continue supporting their favourite player through

bad times, as well as through the good. In so far as these emotions and commitments go

unrequited, however, these relationships are not ones of friendship.

It is also worth noting that in the case of friendship, it seems that these reciprocated

patterns of affection should exist as a consequence of what Kolodny calls “shared histories

of encounter.”17 Two persons might meet one another on a single occasion and treat one

another as they would treat a friend by, for example, aiding one another. Friendships,

however, appear to require more than this. Friendships are established when these patterns

are repeated, and the good-will I have described evolves from these encounters.

Beyond showing the required concern for our friends under these specified conditions, I

think it is also plausible to suggest that friendship is a relationship that requires at least

a disposition to being a good friend. That is, we must be at least disposed to live up to

some of the normative features that define the friendship ideal. These likely include some

requirements of trust, of fidelity, and of loyalty. While a friendship may well fall short of

these ideals in practice, two persons who stand ready to betray one another at any moment

can surely not be classed as friends. As I noted in the previous chapter, Scheffler has, for

example, argued that part of what it is to value certain special relationships (among which

he would likely include friendship) is to see ourselves as having certain responsibilities in

virtue of that relationship.18 Similarly, Scanlon has stressed that part of what it is to be a

friend to someone is to see that the fact that loyalty demands a certain sacrifice of us as itself

sufficient reason to make such a sacrifice.19 It seems plausible to claim, therefore, that some

disposition towards norm-compliance also forms part of the constitutution of friendship.

Friendship then is a fairly complex relationship constituted by a number of features. It

requires both some form of reciprocated and acknowledged good-will formed on the basis

16Scanlon (1998), 89.
17Kolodny (2010), pp.49-51.
18Scheffler (1997), 201.
19Scanlon (1998), 161.
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of a shared history, and a disposition or commitment to living up to some of the normative

demands of friendship. Creating and sustaining a friendship therefore requires some effort

from both parties.

As I noted at the beginning of this section, it is not my intention to provide a complete

and uncontroversial account of the constitution of friendship. My intention here has only

been to describe the elements that comprise the constitution of one central and familiar form

of this relationship. The main purpose of this exercise has been to stress the complexity of

the constitution of the friendship relationship. This complexity, and the many features that

form part of a friendship’s constitution, can be contrasted to other relationships of supposed

normative significance.

2.3.2 Institutional relationships

Another class of potentially significant relationships can be described as institutional. What

unites this class of relationships is the thought that shared membership in some significant

institution or body can create a relationship that potentially grounds special obligations and

responsibilities. As these institutions can take a variety of forms, there is great variety in

the relationships that fit this class. Members of the same police force or army often appear

to exhibit a special concern for one another, as might graduates of the same university,

members of the same church, or members of a political party.

Another leading example of an institutional relationship is that of nationalism or patrio-

tism. Nations, or States, can be thought of as large institutions, and can play an important

role in people’s lives. Many have also thought that the relationship they share with their

co-nationals is important and normatively significant. T.E. Lawrence, for example, clearly

attached great significance to being English:

“I went up the Tigris with one hundred Devon Territorials, young, clean, de-
lightful fellows, full of happiness and of making women and children glad. By
them one saw vividly how great it was to be their kin, and English. (. . . ) All
our subject provinces to me were not worth one dead Englishman.”20

Nationalism can take at least two forms. I might believe my relationship with my fellow

compatriots to be significant because I believe our country has some intrinsic feature that

makes it uniquely valuable and superior to all other countries. Alternatively, I might hold

the more modest view that the fact that a country is my country gives me reason to favour

20Lawrence (1935), 23
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my fellow citizens, while accepting that citizens of other countries have equal reason to

favour their fellow co-nationals.

Nationalism need also not be exaggerated. A nationalist may, for example, accept that

there are substantial limits on the amount of partiality they can permissibly show towards

their co-nationals. When faced with the choice of saving the life of a fellow-citizen or the

life of a foreigner, the nationalist need not be committed to the unpalatable view that they

have reason to favour their co-national. They may, however, feel that they have reason to

justifiably prioritise the alleviation of domestic poverty over the alleviation of equally serious

poverty in other States.

It is in any case a separate question whether a given institution creates a relationship

that is in fact normatively significant. Nationalists, even of the modest variety, may simply

be mistaken in their belief that there is reason to favour their co-nationals in any way. The

same might be said of other institutional relationships. What features of a relationship make

it legitimate grounds for partiality is a difficult question I have not tried to answer. My

focus has instead been on clarifying the structure of relationships that have been thought to

be of normative significance, and nationalism appears to satisfy this more modest condition.

The constitution of a particular institutional relationship will clearly depend a great deal

on the membership criteria of the relevant institution. In general terms, a sufficient criterion

for the existence of a particular institutional relationship is that both parties are members

of the same relevant institution, though institutions vary a great deal in the membership

requirements. Most institutions will have a set of eligibility criteria, coupled with an ap-

plication process. This combination is familiar from institutions such as universities, police

forces, and armies. Roughly the same structure applies to citizenship, though States differ

in their eligibility requirements and in their understanding of the relationship it creates.

Some States, for example, permit dual citizenship, while others do not. Some States accept

that its citizens can terminate their citizenship, while others insist that a one-time citizen

will always remain a citizen. Membership of religious institutions or religious orders takes a

slightly different form. While some religions feature formal entry requirements such as bap-

tism or a conversion process, most appear simply to require co-religionists to share certain

beliefs, practices, and dispositions.

While both friendship and certain institutional relationships have been thought of as

normatively significant, even this very general overview suggests that their constitutions
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differ in a number of respects.

Perhaps the most obvious difference is that the constitution of an institutional relation-

ship suggests the possibility of a normatively significant relationship between two persons

who do not know each other’s identities, and who have never met. This is not possible in

the case of friendship for a number of reasons. First, the constitution of friendship includes

a good-will component that requires us to know the identity of our friends. Acknowledged

mutual good-will is not possible without some knowledge of the person we must show good-

will towards, and whose reciprocated good-will we must know of and acknowledge. Second,

friendship requires us to show at least some emotional and normative attitudes towards our

friends, and requires these to be based on shared historical experiences. This, again, appears

only to be possible if we know the identity of our friends and have met and interacted with

them on a number of occasions.

These features are clearly absent in most cases of institutional relationships. Although

all the members of some smaller institutions may have met one another, it is rarely a

requirement of membership in a particular institution that you know the identities of all

your fellow members. In the case of most of the institutions discussed, this requirement

would simply be impractical given the number of members an institutions such as a police

force or a State might have. This suggests that, despite what the case of friendship might

be thought to suggest, normatively significant relationships are possible between persons

who have never met, and who do not know each other’s identities. Knowledge that a fellow

police officer, or a fellow soldier, is in trouble, for example, is usually thought sufficient

to convince members of these institutions that they have a special obligation to aid their

colleague. While additional knowledge about the identity of the person in trouble might

bring further relationships, such as friendship, into play, no further information is typically

necessary to invoke the special obligations grounded in the institutional relationship they

share.

2.3.3 Honour

Another interesting relationship is closely associated with the notion of ‘honour,’ of which

Kwame Anthony Appiah provides an interesting analysis when attempting to understand

the practice of duelling.

Duelling was a relatively common practice among English gentlemen up until the 19th
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century. Appiah suggests that it was a common practice because it was widely recognised

as a legitimate way of defending what was known as a gentleman’s honour, even at a time

when there were substantive concerns about both the practice’s morality and legality. Ap-

piah understands the kind of honour that was defended through duelling as premised on

a distinctive form of respect. Understanding the notion of honour at the centre of the

practice of duelling therefore requires understanding the notion of respect that moved the

participants in this practice.

The central concept of Appiah’s analysis is what he refers to as an “honour world.”21

An honour world is a community of persons who share one or more features that qualify

them all as ‘honour peers.’ In identifying honour worlds Appiah focuses on communities de-

fined by their shared commitment to living by the same codes of conduct and behaviour. It

seems plausible, however, that additional requirements could also be present, and likely were

present in the historical examples he considers. The honour world that united all English

gentlemen, for example, might have included certain lineage, financial means, and occupa-

tional requirements. These were properties one had, or did not have, and this determined

whether one was a member of the relevant honour world or not. In the terms used above,

though not by Appiah, an honour world could be constituted by both a shared commitment

to certain normative ideals, and by other non-normative facts. The constitution of any given

honour world likely varied considerably with the community in question.

In whatever way the boundaries of an honour world are drawn, Appiah argues that once

two persons share membership in a given honour world they can both regard themselves as

entitled to a new and distinctive form of respect from one another. All English gentlemen,

for example, regarded themselves as entitled to a distinctive form of respect from other

English gentlemen, and owed this same form of respect in return.22 As Appiah makes clear

“You owed the same courtesy to one gentleman as you owed to all others. Provided you were

of the right social standing, the respect to which you were entitled as a gentleman, your

gentlemanly honor, was no greater whether you were a magnificent military success, like

the Duke of Wellington, or an ordinary country squire.”23 This particular form of respect

is then to be distinguished from whatever respect is owed to persons outside the relevant

honour world. A peasant, for example, is not entitled to the same form of respect, but nor

21Appiah (2010), 19.
22Appiah (2010), 176.
23Appiah (2010), 16.
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do they have the standing to show the same form of respect and disrespect. Disrespect from

within one’s own honour community is therefore a distinct wronging to be distinguished

from disrespect more generally.

Disrespect from within one’s honour world could take many forms, and in some cases

could threaten your continued membership in the honour community. You might, for exam-

ple, be labelled unworthy of the continued respect of your fellow gentlemen on the grounds

that you had failed, in some way, to live up to the common code constitutive of your honour

world. In such cases it would be necessary to defend one’s honour, or face falling out of the

relevant honour world. As membership in an honour world might be central to a person’s

identity and life, and as duelling was a practice widely accepted as a means of defending

one’s honour against such slights, it was viewed by many as an acceptable risk to take in

defence of one’s honour. It provided an opportunity both to show how seriously you con-

tested a lie, and a willingness to accept responsibility for one’s words and actions. Either

way, therefore, duelling represented a means of securing one’s continued membership in the

relevant honour world.

While talk of honour and respect of this kind might seem archaic, it does seem possible

to identify some modern equivalents. One kind of honour community that is still prevalent

today is associated with combat and competition. Sports and games, as well as wars,

afford participants an opportunity to attract a kind of honour that comes from victory or a

valiant performance. These honour communities share many of the features of the kind of

community Appiah discusses, such as an entitlement to a distinctive form of respect from

fellow members of one’s honour community. It is perhaps not as pronounced a phenomenon

as it once was, but successful athletes, or seasoned soldiers, do seem to attach value to a

kind of respect and esteem available only from those who have shared their experiences, and

not the general public. There does, for example, appear to be some accepted limitations

to the kind of criticism the general public can give of a sporting or military performances

that differs from the kind of criticism available to those within these communities. This

is perhaps reflected in the fact that politicians and public figures expected to hold the

military to account often make a considerable effort to establish themselves as members of

the military “honour world,” and sporting managers and commentators are often recruited

from within the ranks of a given sporting world.

While the kind of honour community associated with competitive success is perhaps the
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most familiar honour world available to us, it will be important for what follows that not all

honour communities share the feature of competitive entry. While anyone can, in principle,

show the valour or competitive prowess necessary to become a great soldier or athlete, some

honour communities, perhaps like that of the English gentleman, were closed in the sense

that membership turned on shared properties that could not be easily acquired through

bravery or competition. Nor, on the other hand, could they easily be lost. Though this

may be something of a simplification, there are some honour communities into which one is

simply born.

Appiah does not use the notion of a relationship when articulating this analysis of honour

and respect, but it is clear that a certain kind of relationship plays an important role in

his story. An honour world is in effect a collection of relationships constituted by the kinds

of properties described above. As his remark that “you owed the same courtesy to one

gentleman as you owed to all others” shows, each member of a given honour world can

be seen as sharing an important relationship with all the other members. Sharing in this

relationship had the benefit of entitling you to new and valuable forms of respect from

your honour peers, but also made you vulnerable to a new form of disrespect that would

occasionally require you to mount a defence.

2.3.4 The parent-child relationship

The relationship between a parent and their child is the final relationship I want to con-

sider. The normative significance of this relationship is among the least controversial of

any relationship. In addition to accepting that a parent may permissibly show considerable

partiality towards their child, I think we are even inclined to accept that such partiality is

required. A parent who treated their own child no differently than the child of a complete

stranger would likely be thought to be somehow morally deficient. Similarly, we are inclined

to accept that children have obligations to their parents far greater than that which they

have to others.

On its simplest understanding, the parent-child relationship might be thought of as one

constituted by a simple biological fact. Any two persons share this relationship just in case

they share a specific biological connection. It would thus provide a further example of how

a normatively significant relationship can be grounded in something far simpler than the

complex set of attitudes and facts constitutive of friendship.
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This understanding of the parent-child relationship does, however, appear too simplistic.

It is questionable whether all cases where the biological connection obtains count as a genuine

instance of the parent-child relationship. Cases of rape leading to pregnancy are, perhaps,

obvious examples. It is also questionable whether the biological connection is a necessary

one. It seems wrong to suggest, for example, that at least some cases of adoption do not

count as exactly the same kind of relationship as those where a biological connection is

present.

Perhaps the true nature of the parent-child relationship is closer to what King Lear’s

third daughter Cordelia describes when making her own more sincere proclamation of love

to her father: “I love your majesty according to my bond, nor more nor less. (. . . ) You have

begot me, bred me, loved me. I return those duties back as are right and fit.”24 Cordelia

appeals to more than the fact that the King “begot” her, suggesting that she locates some

of her obligations beyond the mere fact of a biological connection. Similarly, in discussing a

child’s obligations to their parents, Sidgwick notes that while it may be said “a child owes

gratitude to the authors of its existence,” “life alone, apart from any provision for making

life happy, seems a boon of doubtful value.”25

Nevertheless, without trying to identify a set of necessary and sufficient conditions, I

think there is a central kind of parent-child relationship that does provide a helpful example

in this context. In cases where a biological connection is present and is not the consequence

of rape, deception, or other non-consensual behaviour, a parent-child relationship appears

to obtain.

What also seems clear is that the constitution of this relationship does not include the

emotional and normative components familiar from the case of friendship. Recall that friends

both have to exhibit some good-will towards one another, and must show some disposition

towards living up to the friendship ideal. Neither appears to be a necessary condition of the

parent-child relationship. A father, for example, can stand in such a relationship even if he

abandons his family before his child is born, and even if he has little, if any, actual affection

for the child. He will remain the child’s father, and so bound by the norms outlined by the

parenthood ideal, even if he makes no effort to live up to any of these norms and provides no

actual support or care for his child.26 Where institutional relationships demonstrated that

24Shakespeare, King Lear, Act 1, Scene 1
25Sidgwick (1907, reprinted 1981), 248 n.1.
26Scanlon (2008), 139.
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a relationship can appear normatively significant when neither party knows one another or

shares a history of interaction, the parent-child relationship shows that a relationship can

appear normatively significant without an emotional component and without any disposition

towards norm compliance.

2.4 The structure of the moral relationship

This chapter has this far focused on the structural features of relationships in general, and

has used these features to offer a brief analysis of some familiar relationships. It is clear from

the discussion in the preceding section that no single structural feature appears necessary

for a relationship to have been thought of as a normatively significant relationship. Rather,

a range of relationships with a great deal of structural variety haves been entertained as

candidates for normative significance.

Having identified some of the structural features that can illuminate more familiar rela-

tionships I will, in what remains of this chapter, attempt to provide a similar account of the

structural features of the moral relationship, focusing in particular on its constitution. The

moral relationship has often been assumed to be simply a less personal form of friendship.

By drawing on the full variety of relationships described above, however, I will argue that

the moral relationship is best thought of as constituted by features drawn from a broader

range of relationships than simply that of friendship.

2.4.1 A methodological dilemma

I want to begin my description of the moral relationship by noting a methodological dilemma

that appears to arise when deciding where to begin this project.

The moral relationship is not a familiar relationship. It does not map on to a relationship

we have some independent grasp of and so can easily augment. This is in part because the

moral relationship is so inclusive. The relationships with which we are familiar are most

commonly defined so as to give us a means of distinguishing a sub-section of persons from

humanity in general, and not as a means of referring to it in its entirety. One of the

most promising ways in to describing the moral relationship is therefore to begin with a

description of a more familiar relationship, and then to abstract from the details of this

familiar relationship to yield a general outline of the moral relationship. A methodological

question then arises with respect to which more familiar relationship might best be chosen
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as a starting point for this discussion. In answering this question a methodological dilemma

arises as this choice is subject to two competing concerns.

As the resulting moral relationship is intended to ground reasons of significant normative

force, the chosen starting point should itself be a relationship that grounds reasons that

appear fairly pressing and urgent in our practical deliberations. It will be of little value to

compare the moral relationship to a more familiar relationship if the comparison leaves it

utterly mysterious how any such relationship could ground reasons akin in their normative

force to those of morality.

On the other hand, whatever the details of the moral relationship, it must be charac-

terised as a very general and inclusive kind of relationship. As our moral obligations extend

to pretty much everyone, the entrance requirements of the moral relationship must be fairly

weak. It will be of little use to compare the moral relationship to a familiar relationship

that, while capable of grounding reasons of significant normative force, is so demanding in

its membership requirements that there seems little hope of generalising its features in any

interesting way. The prospects, for example, of thinking about the moral relationship as

akin to the “marriage” relationship seem poor.

What is required in the way of a starting point is then a familiar relationship that

while weak in its entrance requirements is capable of grounding reasons of considerable

normative force. Unfortunately, this is an unusual combination. Relationship-dependent

reasons that appear to us as pressing tend to accompany relationships that are exclusive

rather than inclusive. Extremely selective relationships, such as marriage, generally ground

more forceful normative reasons, and more inclusive relationships, such as the “co-worker”

relationship, typically ground normative reasons of less force.

There is, however, no conceptual difficulty here. Nothing precludes the possibility of

a broad and inclusive relationship grounding normative reasons of significant force. In

this section I mean only to observe that, as this combination is unusual, the advocate of

relationship-dependent morality faces a difficulty when it comes to selecting the familiar

relationship that is to serve as their starting point. Consequently we should perhaps not

expect any single example to yield an entirely satisfactory account of the shape of the moral

relationship.
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2.4.2 A starting point for the moral relationship

The most common starting point for an account of the moral relationship is friendship. From

an analysis of this relationship it is hoped that at least some of the materials necessary for

an account of the moral relationship can be abstracted. Scanlon, for example, suggests that:

“There are obvious similarities between the case of friendship as I have described
it and that of the morality of right and wrong, my strategy in responding to the
problem of moral motivation is analogous to the response (. . . ) in the case of
friendship.”27

He notes further that:

“The contractualist ideal of acting in accord with principles that others (similarly
motivated) could not reasonably reject is meant to characterize the relation with
others the value and appeal of which underlies our reasons to do what morality
requires. This relation, much less personal than friendship, might be called a
relation of mutual recognition.”28

Scanlon, however, appeals to the friendship relationship for very specific reasons. As I

noted in the previous chapter, Scanlon regards one of the principal challenges to a moral

theory as that of responding to what he labels “Prichard’s dilemma.” This is the “problem”

Scanlon refers to in the first quote. Central to resolving this dilemma was, Scanlon argued, to

recognise that a similar dilemma might arise in the case of the question of why we ought to be

loyal to our friends. There the solution was to recognise that it is the value of the friendship

itself that provides us with such a reason. The friendship analogy is therefore meant to

serve an important but limited purpose. It is presented as an example of a relationship that

can support pressing normative reasons, and as an example of a case where the value of a

relationship is the most plausible account of the normative force of these reasons. It does

not, however, purport to provide all the materials necessary for an understanding of the

moral relationship itself. Importantly, it does not purport to use the friendship relationship

as a model for the moral relationship’s constitution. While it is tempting to assume that if

the moral relationship resembles friendship in terms of the structural role it plays then it

must also resemble it in other respects, the diversity of relationships of potential normative

significance I presented in the previous section should make it clear that this is by no means

necessary.

27Scanlon (1998), 162.
28Scanlon (1998), 162.
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It is important to note, therefore, that Scanlon has also invoked other relationship models

in an attempt to characterise the moral relationship. In considering the nature of the moral

relationship he notes that:

“Insofar as one assumes that any relationship must, like friendship, be consti-
tuted by the parties’ attitudes, this provides a second reason for thinking it
inappropriate to say that morality defines a relationship that holds between to-
tal strangers. But this assumption is mistaken. The conditions in virtue of which
relationships exist (. . . ) do not always involve the parties’ attitudes towards one
another. The relationship of parents to their children is a leading example.”29

Here Scanlon acknowledges that relationships constituted in the way of friendship, as de-

scribed above, do not necessarily provide a suitable model for the constitution of the moral

relationship, and endorses the parent-child relationship as a more promising model.

Other starting points for a moral relationship have also been proposed. Nicholas South-

wood has advanced a contractualist theory that may be interpreted as relationship based.

At the centre of his contractualist theory is a relation he refers to as “deliberative citizen-

ship.” This relationship is constituted by a shared capacity for deliberating and acting in

accordance with specified principles of “deliberative rationality.”30 In specifying this re-

lationship further, Southwood appeals to the model supplied by the relationship we share

with our co-nationals in democratic States where this relationship is understood to give us

a shared authority to structure our society and its laws.

“What is crucial to the kind of relation we stand in as co-deliberative agents is
a certain kind of shared authority and mutual accountability. We may perhaps
usefully draw an analogy with the relation of being a fellow citizen within a
modern democratic State. Modern democratic States are simply too large for
us to be able to assume much in the way of fellow feeling for our fellow citizens.
(. . . ) [W]e enjoy a relation with one another qua fellow citizens we clearly do not
enjoy with those who are non-citizens. At the heart of the relation is the shared
standing we have to hold other citizens to account, and to be held to account in
return, in respect of law that is a concrete manifestation of our shared authority
to determine a shared framework for how to live.”31

2.5 The constitution of the moral relationship

With these models in mind we can turn to the question of what constitutes the moral

relationship. What must be true of two persons in order for it to be the case that they

29Scanlon (2008), 139.
30Southwood (2010), 88.
31Southwood (2010), 127, emphasis in original. It should be noted that Southwood insists that this

relation is not to be confused with a genuine relationship. I will discuss this contrast in further detail in
later chapters.
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stand in the moral relationship?

2.5.1 The contractualist formula as constitutive

One possibility is that the constitution of the moral relationship is provided by Scanlon’s

contractualist formula. Scanlon states that this contractualist ideal is meant to characterise

the relationship of mutual recognition, but it is not clear in what sense this ‘characterisation’

is intended. It is possible, therefore, that the contractualist formula that directs us to act

only in accord with principles that can not be reasonably be rejected characterises the moral

relationship in the sense that it is constitutive of this relationship. The moral relationship

is a valuable relationship we share just in case we do as the contractualist formula demands.

Or perhaps more realistically, and as in the case of friendship, just in case our actions and

dispositions are sufficiently close to the ideal specified by the contractualist formula. The

moral relationship is then a relationship we share with everyone who does, or is sufficiently

disposed to do, as the contractualist formula asks.

This does appear to be a common reading both of the constitution of the moral rela-

tionship, and of the role of the contractualist formula. Southwood, for example, suggests

that Scanlon’s “. . . idea seems to be that to stand in the relation of mutual recognition is

an intrinsic value; and that to stand in this relation just is to act in accordance with Scan-

lon’s contractualist formula.”32 Similarly, Samuel Scheffler interprets the relationship of

mutual recognition as “. . . ideal and prospective; rather than being an ongoing relationship

that gives rise to moral reasons, it is a relationship that is supposed to be realised or made

possible by acting on such [moral] reasons.”33

This reading is perhaps also a natural reading for a number of reasons. First, it takes

seriously the fact that Scanlon has referred to the moral relationship as a relationship of

mutual recognition. ‘Recognition’ sounds like a purposeful and intentional act, suggesting

the relationship Scanlon has in mind is in fact built upon a commitment to a principle that

embodies the relevant act of recognition.

Second, this reading acknowledges the analogy Scanlon draws between the moral rela-

tionship and the friendship relationship. As suggested above, friendship is an example of

a moral relationship constituted partly by a degree of norm compliance. It is therefore a

relationship in which there is considerable overlap between the governing and constituting

32Southwood (2010), 122.
33Scheffler (2010), 67.
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norms. Interpreting the moral relationship as a relationship constituted by the norms pro-

moted by the contractualist formula confers a similar structure on the moral relationship by

making a degree of norm compliance central also to the moral relationship.

There is, however, a significant disadvantage to this reading. On this interpretation of

Scanlon’s theory, he faces a difficulty analogous to that faced by Nagel in attempting to

explain certain absolute deontic prohibitions in terms of a relationship established when we

treat others horribly. If the moral relationship just is the relationship we share with all who

are committed to the contractualist formula, then this relationship does not appear well-

placed to provide an explanation of our obligations to, or legitimate expectations of, agents

who have yet to commit to the contractualist formula. If we only share the relationship

with those disposed or committed to the contractualist formula, what role can the moral

relationship play in explaining the rightness or wrongness of the actions of those who do

not share such a disposition or commitment? As Southwood has argued, it would be like

expecting an individual with whom I have not yet made friends to treat me as friendship

would require.34 But the demands of morality are not like the demands of friendship.

They are meant to have force regardless of whether we are disposed or committed to the

contractualist formula.

Scanlon himself appears sensitive to this kind of concern. Unlike the friendship rela-

tionship, he notes, “the basic forms of moral concern are not conditional on this kind of

reciprocation. Even those who have no regard for the justifiability of their action towards

others retain their basic moral rights.”35 That is, even an individual who shows no concern

for the kind of justification required by the contractualist formula can be wronged.

For this reason, it does not appear promising to interpret the contractualist formula as

itself providing an account of the constitution of the moral relationship. Rather, I think it

is preferable to read the contractualist formula as an expression of the normative ideal of

the moral relationship. It provides a general account of the norms that apply in virtue of

this relationship, and so the contractualist formula can be read as directing our actions in a

way that protects and promotes the value of this relationship. This is a topic I will return

to in the next chapter. As I noted above, however, the normative ideal of a relationship

rarely provides an account of its constitution.

Like friendship, the moral relationship is governed by a series of significant norms. Unlike

34Southwood (2010), pp. 122-3.
35Scanlon (2008), 142.
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friendship, however, these norms do not enter into the constitution of the relationship.

This should not be surprising. As I noted above, Scanlon does not invoke the friendship

analogy in an attempt to illuminate the constitution of the moral relationship. In respect

to its constitution, therefore, the moral relationship is perhaps closer to the parenthood

relationship. As we saw above, this is an example of a normatively significant relationship

where the relevant norms do not enter into the account of its constitution. The parent-child

relationship is constituted by entirely independent biological and historical facts.

2.5.2 Constitution without norm-compliance

Having argued that the contractualist formula itself, or some other form of norm-compliance,

should not be thought of as forming part of the constitution of the moral relationship, an

independent account of its constitution must be provided. At one point Scanlon does provide

the materials for what appears to be just such an independent account.

“[M]orality requires that we hold certain attitudes towards one another simply
in virtue of the fact that we stand in the relation of “fellow rational beings.”
[. . . ] A morally good person will have standing intentions to regulate his or
her behaviour in these ways. [. . . ] Beyond these good intentions, good moral
relations with others involve being disposed to having certain other attitudes.
These include, in general, being disposed to be pleased when we hear of things
going well for other people [. . . ]. These attitudes and dispositions define what
I am calling the moral relationship: the kind of mutual concern that ideally, we
all have towards other rational beings.”36

Here Scanlon claims to define the moral relationship. It is not entirely clear what it is to

define a relationship, but on one natural reading it is to provide an account of its constitution.

It does not seem plausible, however, that the materials Scanlon offers provide a definition

of the moral relationship in this constitutive sense. If the moral relationship is understood to

be constituted by the attitudes and dispositions Scanlon specifies, a large number of persons

would fail to live up to its requirements, and consequently would find themselves outside the

moral relationship, and so outside contractualist morality. The problem that arose when

the contractualist formula was considered as constitutive of the moral relationship simply

arises again. Very many people, for example, do not appear to be pleased when they hear

of things going well for others. As Scanlon has stressed, however, “Even those who have no

regard for the justifiability of their action towards others retain their basic moral rights.”37

36Scanlon (2008), 140, emphasis added
37Scanlon (2008), 142.



CHAPTER 2. THE STRUCTURE OF THE MORAL RELATIONSHIP 71

In this passage I think Scanlon must therefore be read as offering a different kind of

definition of the moral relationship. The most promising strategy is, I think, to read him

as offering a further characterisation of the moral relationship in its ideal form—or at least

a sketch of some further elements of its ideal form. As the beginning of the paragraph

suggests, he is concerned with the morally good person. That is, with the person who enjoys

moral relationships in their good or even ideal forms. As I have noted above, however, few

relationships are constituted by their ideals. We can be found wanting as friends without

losing our friendships altogether. Similarly, we can fall short as ideal moral agents, yet still

find ourselves within the moral relationship. The question remains, then, what constitutes

the moral relationship, and here Scanlon offers very little beyond his emphasis on the fact

that it is shared by “rational beings.”

One minimal account of the constitution of the moral relationship that is implicit in

the work of some contractualists is simply the property of rationality. Rahul Kumar, for

example, suggests that:

“The contractualist thought is that though the mere relational fact of being
fellow rational beings is a sufficient basis for holding that we owe certain things
to one another, it is also the basis for holding that all rational beings stand in a
relationship to one another, one that can be valued for its own sake because there
are standards governing how one ought, ideally, to behave and feel governing this
type of relationship, and whose value can be better or poorly realized partly as
a result of one’s own conduct and attitudes.”38

The view here appears to be that if any two persons share the property of rationality, then

this is sufficient to establish between them the moral relationship. One advantage of this

minimalist approach is that it succeeds in extending the moral relationship very broadly.

By placing no limits on the constitution of the moral relationship beyond the fact that both

parties must be rational beings, there is no difficulty in identifying the moral relationship

as one shared by all moral agents. Some tweaking might be necessary to accommodate

very young infants, as such persons are not yet rational beings. The relationship is perhaps

therefore more properly said to obtain between two persons who are at some time rational,

as opposed to obtaining only when both parties are, in fact, rational.

The limits of this minimal account will come in to clearer focus in the next chapter when

the normativity of the moral relationship is discussed. In essence, however, my main concern

with resting the constitution of the moral relationship exclusively on a shared property of

38Kumar (2011), 135.
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rationality is that the resulting relationship will not be substantive enough to be understood

as valuable, even in its ideal form. On this minimal interpretation two persons, no matter

how distant in time or space, will necessarily share the moral relationship if they are both

rational beings. Two rational persons living beyond each other’s light-cones will, on this

interpretation, share the moral relationship. The same will be true of persons living in

distinct possible worlds, if we follow David Lewis in his realism about possible worlds.

While two such persons might share the property of rationality, it is also clear, however,

that this is all that they can share. The consequences of their actions could never reach one

another. While this will be the subject of the next chapter, it is in such cases difficult to

see how the relationship in question could be a valuable one, and so capable of performing

the normative work demanded of it. For this reason, I prefer to consider a more substantive

characterisation of the moral relationship than a mere shared property of rationality. This

is not to say that shared rationality does not provide an important part of the story.

In order to identify materials for constructing a more substantive characterisation of the

constitution of the moral relationship it is useful to recall Nagel’s motivations for his own

partly relational justification for certain absolute deontic prohibitions. Nagel’s starting point

is the claim that there are special principles that govern how we may permissibly treat other

people with our actions, and that these principles are independent of principles governing

the total effects of those actions.39 It is of course a substantive question what the content

of these principles are, and what justifies or explains them. Nagel does, however, provide a

suggestion. When our actions affect other persons, he suggests, our actions must be justified

in terms of something “about that person” that makes the treatment appropriate. What

he means by “something about that person” is clearer in the context of his example. In the

context of conflict, for example, Nagel finds a version of this principle to be at the root of

the common sense distinction between fighting clean and fighting dirty. To fight dirty, he

argues, is to direct our aggression not at its proper target. It is a form of indirect attack on

our target through a more vulnerable peripheral target. Examples might include attacking

a political opponent not on her policies, but on an embarrassing problem suffered by her

husband or children, and terror bombing a civilian population in an effort to force military

leaders into an early surrender. The principle that unites our intuitions in these cases,

suggests Nagel, is that “hostility and aggression should be directed at its true object,” and

39Nagel (1979b), 64.
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that “whatever one does to another person intentionally must be aimed at him as a subject,

with the intention that he receive it as a subject. It should manifest an attitude to him

rather than just the situation, and he should be able to recognize it and identify himself as

its object.”40

Nagel’s discussion is rich and suggestive. It does, however, leave a number of questions

unanswered. Many are due to the fact that Nagel is not at all clear on what it is to recognise

oneself as a subject in the explanations and justifications of another. Principally, however,

it is not clear why we should be concerned to justify ourselves in this way. Even if Nagel’s

mode of justification could be fully and precisely stated, what is to be gained from justifying

ourselves to our victim in a manner which enables them to identify themselves as the subject

of our justification? What is lost when our justification is not directed towards our victim

in this way?

2.5.3 Second-order evils

I want to try to construct a partial response to this question by considering some remarks

made by Philippa Foot in her discussion of whether there any values or evils that are

distinctively “good for humans.”41 That is, are there any goods or evils that are good or

evil uniquely to humans? I then want to use these materials to give an account of what I

believe to be a plausible constitution for the moral relationship.

Foot’s response to the question she has set herself begins with noting that there are

some goods and evils animals and humans can suffer alike. Pleasure, for example, appears

to be good for humans and good for animals alike. Although different creatures might find

pleasure in different things, the pleasure itself is good for both. Similarly, pain appears to

represent an evil both to humans and animals. In this sense, both I and my dog have an

interest in avoiding pain. It is somewhat difficult to be precise about what unifies the class of

first-order goods and evils, but they seem roughly to correspond to events that have a direct

40Nagel (1979b), 66, emphasis in original. The latter requirement should perhaps not be interpreted too
strongly. The kind of situations Nagel has in mind are ones in which we abandon a victim of a sinking ship
so that we may save others, or in which we charge a fully armed enemy soldier with our bayonet. Here, “I
must abandon you to save others,” and “it is either you or me,” amount to the kind of justification Nagel has
in mind. This suggests he has in mind hypothetical justifiability, rather than actual justification. The forms
of justification Nagel suggests are presumably still valid in cases where the victim we abandon is utterly
convinced that they are the person who must be saved, or where a brainwashed enemy soldier refuses to
acknowledge the kind of symmetry Nagel appeals to.

41See Foot (2002), 168 Rahul Kumar has noted the connection between Foot’s notion of a second-order
evil and the moral relationship, and I am grateful to him for drawing it to my attention. See Kumar (2003a),
107 and Kumar (2011), 135.
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impact on, or threaten, our physical condition. Accordingly, I can inflict a first-order evil

on both humans and animals by punching them in the nose, taking their food, or destroying

their shelter. I will follow Foot and refer to this class as the class of ‘first-order’ goods and

evils.

Beyond these first-order goods and evils, Foot believes there is a further class of goods

and evils that she identifies as distinctively human, or at least, distinctive to beings relevantly

like humans. The class of evils she has in mind is doubly unique to humans in the sense

that they can only be perpetrated by humans and they can only be suffered by humans.42

Foot’s argument begins by noting that humans have a distinctive capacity to “say why

they want something” and “defend a choice.”43 We have an ability, that is, to form a

conception of the way we want things to be, and to communicate and defend this conception

to other humans in a position to help or hinder the realisation of this picture. We can

exercise this capacity on different scales by constructing and defending an entire life plan, or

by deciding how we would like to spend a holiday or a free afternoon. We can then defend

this conception of how we want things to go, and justify and explain our choices and actions

by pointing to this picture. Of course our explanations of why we want things to be a certain

way, and our justification for our choices are not immune to revision. As humans, however,

we have a distinctive capacity to form a higher-order picture of the way in which we want

things to be.

Crucially, these higher-order preferences cannot simply be reduced to an ideally rational

pursuit of first-order goods and avoidance of first-order evils. While these will clearly play

an important role in the choices we make and in the things that we want, our choices can

involve trading some first-order goods for others, distributing first-order goods across time

in different ways, and even sacrificing some first-order goods for the benefit of others. Foot

suggests that, as far as we know, this capacity is uniquely human. No other animal has the

rational capacity to form conceptions of how they want things to go and to defend choices

and desires in terms of that conception.

Foot’s next claim is that in virtue of this distinctively human capacity we also have a

distinct interest in having this capacity respected. There is something distinctively good

42I will continue to refer to these goods and evils as distinctively human, but as will become clear, both
are tied to certain capacities that, as far as we know, are uniquely human, and not to species membership.
If other creatures are discovered to share the relevant capacities, it would be natural to include also them
in the class of beings capable of these distinct forms of goodness and badness. See Williams (2006) for a
further discussion of these issues.

43Foot (2002), 168.
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about our first-order interests being served and promoted in a way we ourselves have wanted

and chosen. There is something distinctively good in human beings being able to live

and actively govern their lives. We have a distinct interest, that is, not only in outcomes

coming about that are good for us in the first-order sense described above, but also for these

outcomes to be the ones we ourselves have chosen.

Many paradigm instances of evil appear to offend against precisely this capacity. Slavery,

for example, involves one person owning another in the sense that they are free to control

and dispose of their slave’s life as they wish. A slave may well have some of their fist-

order interests protected, but what they lack is the freedom to govern their own lives by

forming and pursuing their own higher-order conceptions of the way they want things to

be. Being a slave, in this sense, is much like being a non-human animal. The first-order

interests the slave shares with animals may be fully respected, but the capacity that makes

them human is frustrated. Torture, at least when used in pursuit of information and not

sadistically or as revenge, also shares this feature. As James Griffin has noted, one of

the things that is distinctively evil about torture is that it appears aimed specifically at

undermining our human capacity to make and stick to a decision.44 Finally, certain forms

of extreme authoritarianism might also be viewed in this way. Authoritarian States that

seek to remove all choice from their citizens’ lives clearly aim to prevent their citizens from

living lives of their own choosing. It is, however, perhaps necessary to look to fiction to

find clearer examples. The true evil of Newspeak, Big Brother’s new language in Orwell’s

dystopian novel 1984 is perhaps that it aims to deny citizens the linguistic and conceptual

resources necessary even to form a clear mental conception of a life apart from that which

is officially sanctioned.45

It is this distinctively human capacity that makes possible what Foot describes as a

distinct “second-order evil in human life,” and it is this category of good and evil that is

distinctively good for humans. Second-order evils, she argues, can be identified as the “the

misery that comes from the consciousness of being disregarded, lonely, or oppressed.”46

This strikes me as a rather eclectic group of maladies. The key notion, it appears, is that

of being disregarded or, as I shall sometimes put it, that of being overlooked. Foot, however,

44Griffin (2008), pp.52-3.
45“Even the literature of the Party will change. Even the slogans will change. How could you have a

slogan like “freedom is slavery” when the concept of freedom has been abolished? The whole climate of
thought will be different. In fact there will be no thought, as we understand it now.” George Orwell, 1984,
54

46Foot (2002), 168.
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must have a precise notion of being disregarded in mind when specifying her notion of a

“second-order evil”. One fairly straightforward understanding of being disregarded is to be

someone who is ignored. I disregard you, on this view, if I entirely ignore the effects my

action might have on you when deciding what to do. I act, as it were, as though you do

not exist. Disregard, in this sense, must therefore be distinguished from harm. It does not

follow from the fact that someone performed an action that was sure to cause me pain that

I was overlooked or disregarded. It is quite possible that the person who performed the

action was well aware of the consequences it would have for me. Perhaps it was necessary

to impose a small amount of pain on me to ensure a large number of other people escaped

a much greater pain. Nor is it necessarily the case that being overlooked will cause you

harm. Although I may entirely have overlooked the effects my actions will have on you, it

is quite possible that the effects will be positive rather than negative. Being overlooked is

therefore clearly something distinct from being harmed. Whether or not we are overlooked

seems to turn instead on the role our interests played in the deliberations of the acting party.

Specifically, it seems to turn on something like whether we were taken into account when

their deliberations were made.

There is, however, nothing at all uniquely human about being disregarded in this sense.

Anything capable of suffering a first-order evil can be overlooked in the sense that their

vulnerability to such evils was not taken into account when a decision was made. Foot must

therefore have a more specific notion of being disregarded in mind—one tied more closely to

the distinctive human capacity to say what we want and to defend a choice. What Foot has

in mind, I think, is having our capacity for forming higher-order interests and shaping our

future disregarded and overlooked. The fact that we, as humans, have a distinctive capacity

to form and pursue a conception of how we want things to be gives us a distinctive interest

in exercising this capacity and not having this capacity undermined. On this view, what it

is to be overlooked is not to be recognised in the deliberations of another as someone with

a capacity for making and defending choices and forming higher-order interests.

Perhaps this is still not sufficiently precise. Consider a case in which I expend consid-

erable energy determining precisely how you would like things to go, only so that I can do

my utmost—motivated as I am by pure malice—to ensure your higher-order interests are

frustrated. In such a case I am not guilty of failing to recognise you as someone capable of

forming such higher-order interests, and I clearly take these higher-order interests of yours
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“into account” when deciding how to act. After all, I would have acted quite differently if

you had a different set of higher-order interests. In this case, therefore, it does not seem

as though I have overlooked or disregarded you in the sense described, but I am surely

perpetrating one of the clearest forms of the second-order evil Foot had in mind.

It is not enough, therefore, simply to have our capacity for forming higher-order interests

taken into account in the deliberations of others. It must also be taken into account in a

specific way. While it is not easy to state precisely the kind of way in which it must be

taken into account, a promising, if general, starting point is that this distinctively human

capacity must be recognised as a source of reasons in the deliberations of others. What we

humans have is a distinctive interest in having our higher-order capacity for forming and

defending a conception of how we want things to go recognised by others as a reason not

to undermine this capacity and the choices it makes. This is not to say that we cannot, on

the balance of reasons, act contrary to the higher-order interests of another. It is only to

claim that a certain kind of reason must be included in our deliberations if we are to avoid

perpetrating second-order evils of the kind Foot describes.

This is perhaps why Foot includes “oppression” in her description of a second-order evil.

To oppress someone might be understood as a deliberate attempt to undermine precisely

that person’s capacities for forming second-order interests. Oppression is not simply a

severe form of harm, it is an attempt to erode the agency of the oppressed in a way that

discourages or prevents them from forming their own independent conception of the way

they want things to be. A second-order evil, then, is an evil we suffer when our capacity for

forming higher-order interests is not recognised in the deliberations of others as providing

them with a reason to protect that capacity and further its determinations. Such an evil

can be perpetrated both when this capacity is simply ignored, and when it is purposefully

undermined, such as in the case of malice and oppression.

A version of this kind of evil is, I think, evident in the more familiar charge of paternal-

ism. While its etymology suggests a gender-specific past, the charge of paternalism is now

a familiar means of objecting to the way in which one person relates to another. Again,

paternalism must be distinguished from harm. A paternalistic parent, for example, is not

necessarily someone who harms their child. It is quite possible that they do in fact further

some of their child’s interests better than the child could themselves. The charge of paternal-

ism, therefore, does not concern itself with actual harms and benefits. Rather, it is a charge
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that purports to object to the way in which one person takes another into account. More

specifically, someone charged with paternalism is charged with having failed to respect the

choices and wishes of another person, or perhaps better, with having failed to take account

of the fact that they are someone who makes choices and has wishes. They have made key

decisions for the person in a way that overlooks their own capacity for making those choices

and articulating and defending their own conception of how they want things to be. Pro-

longed systematic paternalism might even, eventually, come to be thought of as oppressive.

I understand Foot’s notion of a second-order evil as a form of generalised paternalism.

It is important to note that respecting this capacity in others does not require actual

consent or discussion. It is perfectly possible to avoid committing a second-order evil, or

the narrower notion of paternalism, without asking the would-be victim of your action how

they would, as a matter of fact, like things to go. Nor does it require an infallible ability

to determine exactly how other persons would like things to go. The charge of paternalism

can be avoided by identifying those our actions affect as autonomous agents in their own

right, and making reasonable attempts to consider how they would like to be treated in

the given context. Or, in Nagel’s terms, to afford them their rightful status as autonomous

self-governing subjects in your deliberations. In practical terms this may require making

certain assumptions about their presumed interests. In some instances it may also involve

recognising an obligation to pursuing further information about them and their preferences.

Much the same is true, I think, of second-order evils.

This interpretation departs from Foot’s presentation in one important respect. Foot

described a second-order evil as “the misery that comes from the consciousness of being dis-

regarded, lonely, or oppressed.” I have tried to explain how the notion of being disregarded

might best be understood. In so doing, however, I have made no reference to the conscious-

ness of being disregarded in this way. It seems clear to me that being conscious of being

disregarded is a substantive evil likely to cause great misery, anger, and resentment. But the

conscious awareness of being disregarded hardly seems to exhaust this evil. While it may be

worse to be disregarded and to know about it, being disregarded in the appropriate sense

appears to be an evil in its own right. The notion of a second-order evil I am interested in,

therefore, does not make any assumptions about the victim being conscious of their status

as a victim.47

47This might be thought to be a departure from the model of paternalism, but I do not think this is the
case. Paternalism is a charge usually made from the first person. “Stop patronising me.” Because it is a
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Foot’s discussion might usefully supplement Nagel’s account of deontic prohibitions by

providing an explanation of why we should be concerned to justify our actions in the way

Nagel describes. I suggested it was difficult to see why we should be concerned to justify

ourselves to our victim in the way Nagel emphasises. His emphasis on acting in ways that can

be hypothetically justified to a victim because they can identify themselves as a “subject” in

the structure of our deliberation and explanation can now be read as an attempt to specify

how we should structure our deliberations if we are to successfully avoid perpetrating second-

order evils. It is only if we can hypothetically justify ourselves directly to the victim in the

way Nagel describes that our actions will avoid inflicting on them a second-order evil. This

explains what is lost when our justifications are not made in this way.

These discussions have much in common with what Scanlon identifies as distinctive about

human life.48 What is distinctive about such life, he argues, is a capacity for identifying

and assessing reasons and justifications, and for wanting our lives to take certain forms

or go certain ways. This is why we can even make sense of someone with reason not to

want their life to go on at all. As humans we are capable of a kind of second-order agency

through which we are capable of planning and governing our lives. When we recognise that

our plans and interests conflict with those of others, we are also capable of responding to

this conflict by amending our own plans, and by assessing the justifications others are able

to offer for their actions. In the previous chapter I argued that there was some ambiguity

in Scanlon’s position, as at times it appears as though the value of human life is what is

intended to occupy the role of a substantive value in his theory. I now want to suggest that

his discussion of the value of human life is, in fact, central to understanding the constitution

of the moral relationship. Scanlon’s account of what is distinctively valuable about human

life is, I believe, very close to Foot’s discussion of second-order evils.

In further specifying the nature of this value it is, however, important to note the in-

terpersonal aspect of this notion of a second-order evil. First-order evils can have a variety

of causes, from acts of nature and animals to other humans. Second-order evils, by con-

trast, are a distinctively interpersonal evil. They are an evil that is only possible under

circumstances where there is both a party whose capacity for an active self-governing life

difficult charge to prove, it is also often expressed in a way that emphasises the conscious experience of being
patronised. “I feel patronised.” Nevertheless, it seems quite possible to express the charge of paternalism
from a third person perspective. “You really ought not to be so paternalistic towards her” seems a valid
charge whether or not the purported victim is aware of the alleged paternalism.

48Scanlon (1998), pp. 103-5.
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can be overlooked, and where there is someone who can overlook this capacity in their own

deliberations. In Nagel’s terms, they require a perpetrator capable of intentional action, and

a victim capable of interpreting such actions. Further, second-order evils are not avoided

simply by refraining from certain actions. As noted above, this kind of evil is distinct from

the evil associated with harming someone by frustrating their first-order interests. Avoiding

second-order evil is instead best pursued by structuring your deliberations in a certain way,

and by taking others into account in a certain way.

Given these features of second-order evils, one of the most promising ways of conceptual-

ising them is as the building blocks of an interpersonal relationship. Avoiding second-order

evils can, on this view, be thought of as a process of maintaining a certain kind of relation-

ship with those our actions affect. A capacity to suffer and perpetrate second-order evils can

be seen as constitutive of an important relationship. A capacity to make choices and defend

certain conceptions of the way we want things to be makes us vulnerable to being overlooked

and disregarded in the way described above. Further, the fact that our own choices and

actions can both help and hinder others living their own active self-governing lives puts us

in a position both to disregard others, or to afford them the appropriate standing in our

own deliberations.

This, I believe, is how the moral relationship is constituted. We share the moral rela-

tionship with everyone whom we can perpetrate second-order evils against by disregarding

them in the sense described above, and with everyone who can disregard us in the same way.

This view has much in common with the minimalist account described above, as a capacity

for rational self-governance is central to the notion of disregard as I have described it. This

view does, however, require more than the minimalist account in that it requires at least

one of the parties to be in a position to actually overlook the other. If our actions can be of

no consequence to the other party, there is no potential for a conflict between the way they

want things to be and the way we might make them. There is therefore nothing for us to

overlook or disregard in our deliberations, as our deliberations have no bearing on their first

or second-order interests. It would be like disregarding the feelings of an imaginary friend.

Note, however, that this does not restrict the moral relationship simply to the small

community of persons whose lives we can impact directly. Clearly our actions today can

impact the lives of future persons. The way in which we dispose of our waste, build our

houses, and treat the environment will all have a significant impact on the lives of the people
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of the future. When making decisions about these issues, therefore, there is a clear sense in

which we can both succeed and fail to afford such future persons their appropriate status

in our deliberations. Similarly, I believe it is quite plausible to claim that we can treat the

deceased with respect, or fail to do so. Breaking a promise once made to someone who

has since passed away, spreading malicious gossip about them, or fabricating evidence to

discredit their life’s work are all ways in which we could dishonour someone deceased. We

should have no difficulty in including persons of the past in our deliberations as persons

with a capacity for forming a conception of the way in which they want things to be, and

therefore as persons to whom hypothetical justifications can be offered.

What is true of the deceased, however, is that the range of wrongs we can commit against

them is substantially restricted when compared to the wrongs we can commit against those

presently alive. Their first-order interests, for example, are much reduced. Their interests

are restricted to issues such as their memory, integrity, and perhaps a life’s project or legacy.

This is not to say that we cannot share a moral relationship with such persons. It is only

to say that the range of actions that will impact this relationship is much reduced. We can

wrong such people in exactly the same way as we can wrong our contemporaries, but there

are many fewer actions available to us that would amount to wronging them.49

Perhaps there will be some rational inhabitants of our planet’s distant past so forgotten

that we have no wishes to disregard, no life’s work to discredit, and no memory to disrespect.

In such cases we might simply say that there are no available actions that could affect our

moral relationship with these forgotten people. On the basis of what I have said above,

however, it seems more appropriate to suggest that in such cases there is no longer a moral

relationship. Accordingly we cannot wrong such persons, at least in the contractualist sense.

I am not troubled by this implication of my account of the moral relationship. This because

any difficulty that arises from this implication is likely to arise because we discover some

sense in which we can intuitively wrong such a person. The same discovery, however, is

likely also to give us grounds for the claim that we did, after all, share a moral relationship,

as there was in fact some interest of theirs I was in a position to overlook and disregard.

This is sufficient to restore the moral relationship, and so restore their status as someone I

can wrong in the contractualist sense.

49Advocates of the minimal conception of the constitution of the moral relationship described above
might argue that, in some of the cases I described, there is simply nothing either party could ever do to
wrong the other.
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On this view, the moral relationship has something in common with all the relationships

described above. Like friendship, the moral relationship is a normatively demanding rela-

tionship characterised by a normative ideal specifying how we ought to treat persons with

whom we share this relationship. Unlike friendship, however, the moral relationship is not

constituted by any actual commitment to living up to this ideal, nor by any emotional or

attitudinal component such as love or good-will. In this sense, the moral relationship has

more in common with the parent-child relationship. This relationship is also normatively

demanding, but the relationship that holds between a parent and their child is constituted

by a simple biological or historical fact, and does not require either party to exhibit actual

care and concern, or to live up to the ideals of this relationship. The moral relationship also

shares a number of features with institutional relationships such as co-nationalism. These

are relationships we do not necessarily choose to become part of, but which nevertheless

bind us in a way many have thought to be normatively significant to a large number of

persons of whom we otherwise have limited or no knowledge.

In purely structural terms, however, this view of the moral relationship perhaps has

most of all in common with the honour communities described above.50 In the case of

honour communities, certain properties—such as being born into a certain social class or

owning land or making your living in a certain way—were thought to entitle you both to a

certain form of respect, and oblige you to show such respect to others within your honour

community. The corollary of this is that you were also seen as vulnerable to a distinct and

important kind of disrespect, and capable of perpetrating a distinct kind of evil in failing to

show such respect where it is due. This characterised a relationship between each and every

member of a given honour community, and this relationship was governed by a number of

rules and customs designed to maintain good forms of this relationship by ensuring each

acted with the appropriate respect for the others.

This is precisely the structure of the moral relationship. Like honour relationships it is

constituted by certain properties in virtue of which one becomes vulnerable to a distinctive

kind of evil and capable of showing a distinctive form of respect. The main difference is

that its specific value judgements are different from those of honour-based relationships. In-

stead of valuing a relationship constituted by an upbringing, class membership, or economic

50Appiah himself notes: “ . . .morality itself requires us to recognise that every human being has, other
things being equal, a fundamental right to respect we term dignity. Dignity is a form of honor, too, and its

code is part of morality.” See Appiah (2010), 177
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circumstance, it values a relationship constituted by a capacity for forming higher-order

interests and living an active self-governing life. The moral relationship can therefore be

understood as establishing a relationship that is far broader and more inclusive than that

at the heart of the traditional notion of honour.51

2.5.4 The moral relationship and deliberative contractualism

Earlier I referred briefly to Nicholas Southwood’s deliberative contractualism. At the cen-

tre of this theory is a relation Southwood labels the relation of “deliberative citizenship.”

Southwood does not discuss the prospect of a relational moral theory, nor is it clear that he

would wish his deliberative model to count as an instance of a relational moral theory. He

insists, for example, that he is specifying only a normatively significant “relation,” and not

a “genuine relationship.”52 Nevertheless, his characterisation of this relation bears many

interesting similarities to the picture I have tried to present of the constitution of the moral

relationship. As will be clear in the next chapter, however, Southwood’s claims about the

normative significance of this relationship differ considerably from mine.

According to deliberative contractualism, “morality’s foundations are to be located in

facts about what common code we would agree to live by if we were [. . . ] perfectly delib-

eratively rational.53 This is because the reasons deliberative contractualist agreement give

us express the demands of a normatively significant relation we share with all deliberative

agents. To be a deliberative agent is to have the capacity for deliberative rationality, and

much of Southwood’s work concerns specifying the conditions of such rationality. Three

conditions must be satisfied in order for a decision to count as deliberatively rational, and

so deliberative rationality requires a capacity to fulfil each of these conditions.54 First,

agents must engage in deliberation with others prior to making their decision. Second, they

must comply with the relevant deliberative norms while deliberating. Third, their decision

must be based on the outcome of these deliberations. Both the first and second criterion

51There is one further important difference. In discussing the defence of one’s honour I suggested that a
failure to do so might have resulted in the agent falling out of the honour world they valued. There is unlikely
to be an equivalent in the moral case. I will discuss the reason providing force of the moral relationship
more extensively in the next chapter.

52Southwood (2010), 127. Emphasis in original. Southwood does not say much about the difference
between a relation and a relationship. I will say more about this distinction in a later chapter, and on the
basis of what I believe to be the most plausible version of this distinction, Southwood can likely be read as
describing a relationship.

53Southwood (2010), 86. Emphasis in original.
54Southwood (2010), 89.
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consist of three components.55 Our deliberation with others must have a communicative

element in which relevant information can be exchanged, it must have a discursive aspect

that orients discussion towards persuasion and consensus, and it must have a reflexive el-

ement committing each deliberator to a process of self-exploration and self-interrogation.

It is clear that this picture bears many similarities to Habermas’ picture of communicative

rationality, though for Southwood, unlike Habermas, the situation remains an idealised and

hypothetical choice situation.

From even this brief description, it is clear that the constitution of the normatively

significant relation of deliberative citizenship is quite close to the constitution of the moral

relationship. The relationship Southwood has specified is constituted by a capacity to engage

in a form of deliberation that requires many of the same capacities I highlighted when

describing the notion of a second-order evil. Southwood’s deliberators must be able to

reflect on their own situation and render a clear conception of how they would like things to

be, communicate this picture to those in a position to affect them, and engage in deliberation

with those our actions affect. By focusing on deliberative rationality, Southwood also makes

the foundations of his relation more robust than mere rationality, as merely sharing the

property of rationality does not guarantee that two persons will be able to communicate

discursively with one another.

There are some grounds for suggesting, therefore, that the constitutions of the moral

relationship, and the relationship of deliberative citizenship, are very similar, if not the

same. The extent to which this is the case turns in part on the extent to which merely

hypothetical choice situations can satisfy the relevant criteria Southwood sets of deliberative

citizenship. Consider, for example, the question of whether we share a relationship of the

relevant kind with members of future generations. I have stated above that I see no obstacle

to two persons who do not exist at the same time sharing the moral relationship. Nothing

in the constitution of the moral relationship requires persons who share it to be alive at the

same time. In what sense, however, can I and Julius Caesar, or I and some person of the

future, communicate discursively about the rules we would like to be governed by? We are,

of course, both capable of the kind of deliberative rationality Southwood articulates, but in

what sense can we be said capable of communicating discursively about the principles we

should be governed by? Southwood himself is untroubled by this question, suggesting that he

55Southwood (2010), 90-91.
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sees no obstacle to such communication, though he is open, at least in principle, to limiting

discussions to near generations.56 This suggests, in turn, that the communication he has

in mind is entirely hypothetical, and that no capacity for actual discursive communication

is necessary in order for two persons to share the relationship of deliberative citizenship,

moving it closer to the moral relationship as I have described it.

2.6 Conclusion

My main aim in this chapter has been to clarify the structure of the moral relationship. I

have tried, that is, to settle the question of when we can truly say that two persons share

the moral relationship. In order to do so I have examined the structure of a number of more

familiar relationships, and combined a range of their features to articulate what I believe

to be a plausible conception of the moral relationship that is both inclusive enough, and

substantive enough, to be of use to the project of constructing a genuinely relational moral

theory.

The picture of the moral relationship that I have presented is not uncontroversial.

Michael Ignatieff, for example, attaches great weight to a number of relationships, from

parenthood and friendship, to co-nationality. Beyond these relationships, however, Ignatieff

struggles to find anything of significance. Contemplating the fate of King Lear as he wanders

the heath alone and destitute after being cast out by two of his daughters, Ignatieff contem-

plates the former King’s options. His predicament, Ignatieff suggests, is that the only claim

Lear can now make is a claim he must address to anyone, and so “to no one.” He adds:

“when there is no family, no tribe, no state, no city to hear it, only the storm hears it.”57

Therefore, “woe betide any man who depends on the abstract humanity of another for his

food and protection. Woe betide any person who has no state, no family, no neighbourhood,

no community that can stand behind to enforce his claim of need.”58

I do not propose to read too much into these lines, and therefore do not conclude that

Ignatieff recognises no obligation to help those outside of our communities. The woe he

describes might be partly motivated by a psychological observation about our reluctance

to come to the aid of those beyond our communities, a claim that is both plausible and

consistent with the recognition of a moral obligation to do so. Nevertheless, Ignatieff’s

56Southwood (2010), 115-116.
57Ignatieff (1984), 51.
58Ignatieff (1984), 54.
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general point, as I take it, is that the wealth of familiar relationships he enumerates are an

important part of explaining the legitimacy of our demands for certain forms of protection

and aid. King Lear has a legitimate claim upon his daughters and his Court though, as

Ignatieff notes, it is a substantive question how far this claim extends. These relationships

are in fact so important to Lear’s claims that when they are severed, he is deprived of one

of his most important moral resources and so is left extremely vulnerable. When his claim

for aid is directed not towards his daughters nor towards his Court, but towards anyone at

all, his claim might be thought to be entirely insignificant. This is just to say that there is

no additional relationship—a moral relationship—that unites us all and that can support

Lear’s final claim.

Much of what I have argued in the second half of this chapter can be read as defending

the claim that there is more to the notion of “abstract humanity” than Ignatieff is willing to

credit. Put another way, Lear’s remaining claim is best described as a claim upon everyone,

and is far stronger than Ignatieff supposes. It is certainly far stronger than a claim upon

no one. This because, as I have tried to argue, his final claim is a claim premised upon the

moral relationship he shares with everyone capable of suffering and perpetrating second-

order evils. The generality of this relationship means we are perhaps not used to providing

it with acknowledgement or a description. The basics of the relationship do, however,

appear to make themselves known quite quickly as soon as we begin to engage in a process

of abstraction. Consider, for example, George Berkeley, thinking about how various contexts

might make us aware of various relationships:

“Two Englishmen meeting at Rome, or Constantinople, soon run into a Famil-
iarity. And in China or Japan, Europeans would think their being so a good
Reason for their uniting in particular Converse. Farther in case we suppose our-
selves translated into Jupiter or Saturn, and there to meet a Chinese, or other
more distant Native of our own Planet, we should look on him as a near Relation,
and readily commence a Friendship with him. These are natural Reflexions, and
such as may convince us that we are linked by an imperceptible Chain to every
Individual of the Human Race.”59

My claims in this chapter have been focused only on the proposed structure of the moral

relationship. My discussion did make some references to various goods and evils, and to

various ways in which the relevant relationship could be appropriately respected and valued.

I have not made any claims about how the moral relationship might give normative content

59Compare Hume: “An Englishman in Italy is a friend: A European in China; and perhaps a man wou’d
be belov’d as such, were we to meet him on the moon.” (Hume, Treatise, Bk. Ill, Pt. II, Sect.). See
Hall (1967) for quotes and comparison.
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to a relational moral theory. These are the questions I will turn to in the next chapter.



Chapter 3

The Norms and Ideals of the Moral Relation-

ship

3.1 Introduction

In chapter 1 I outlined and motivated the articulation of a relational moral theory. Central

to a plausible version of a relational moral theory is the existence of a broad and inclusive

moral relationship. In chapter 2 I outlined and clarified some of the structural features of

this relationship and contrasted it to other familiar relationships. My focus there was on the

constitution of such relationships, that is, on the circumstances under which we can correctly

say that we belong to such a relationship. In this chapter I turn to the normative implications

of belonging to certain relationships, and in particular, the normative implications of sharing

the moral relationship. The claim I will defend is that the moral relationship, like other

relationships, can take good and bad forms. While the good forms of the moral relationship

are intrinsically valuable, its bad forms are not. This, I will argue, gives us reason to act in

ways that promote and preserve the good forms of the moral relationship while avoiding its

bad forms. I will then argue that Scanlon’s contractualist formula is one plausible answer to

the question of how we should act and deliberate in order to preserve and promote valuable

forms of the moral relationship. I will end this chapter by discussing a number of objections

to the notion of a moral relationship I have articulated and defended, and to the relational

theory of morality it supports.

88
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3.2 Two pictures of relationships and reasons

Once again, I want to start by looking in fairly general terms at how familiar relationships

might give us reasons for action. There are at least two ways in which this might be

explained.

The first picture was one implicit in my discussion of friendship in previous chapters.

Some relationships, I argued, are constituted by materials that include some disposition

towards norm compliance. It is not, for example, possible to be someone’s friend while

being completely indifferent to the norms of friendship. While we may in practice fall well

short of the ideals that give content to these norms, it is only possible to be someone’s friend

if we make some kind of effort to live up to them. When relationships are constituted in

this way, it is clear how they provide us with reason to comply with their norms. Simply

put, if the relationship in question is a valuable one, and if its continued existence depends

on compliance with its norms, this gives us reason to do precisely that. If we value our

friendships, and the continued existence of our friendships require us to comply with the

norms of friendship, then we have good reason to try to act as friends must.

This picture may be appropriate to some relationships, but it has its limitations. First,

few, if any, relationships are constituted by an aspiration or commitment to perfect norm

compliance. In most cases, including in the case of friendship, our dispositions and prac-

tices can fall well short of the relevant ideal without endangering the preservation of the

relationship. Our motivation to preserve the relationship will in these cases therefore only

give us reason to comply with the minimal set of norms necessary to safeguard its continued

existence. It is not clear, therefore, how this picture provides us with reasons to respect

norms that go beyond this minimum.

Second, and as I argued in the previous chapter, the constitution of many relationships

of purported normative significance do not include a disposition towards norm compliance

at all. The parent-child relationship, for example, is thought to be normatively significant

whether the parties aspire to live up to its ideals or not. A father who shows no interest

in the well-being of his child is still thought to be bound by at least some of the norms

of parenthood. The reasons such a father has for supporting his child cannot, therefore,

be explained by a concern for preserving the parent-child relationship, as the continued

existence of this relationship in no way depends on whether he complies with its norms or
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not.

A second picture is therefore perhaps more promising, at least in the majority of cases,

including in that of the moral relationship. This picture consists of two components.

The first component requires me to make two further claims about the taxonomy of rela-

tionships. First, all relationships are tokens of a certain relationship types. By a relationship-

type I mean classifications such as friendship, marriage, neighbour, compatriot. Every par-

ticular relationship is a token of such a type. Second, in addition to being a token of a given

relationship-type, relationships can take distinct forms. By the form of a relationship I mean

classifications such as those we make when describing ‘close’ friendships, ‘strong’ marriages,

and ‘good’ neighbours. Many relationships take different forms in this way, and I think this

division is fairly familiar from everyday speech. A number of features can influence the form

a relationship takes. Certain geographical facts, for example, might characterise a loving

relationship as of the ‘long distance’ form. I will not primarily be interested in features of

this kind. Rather, my focus will be on our tendency to classify relationships within a given

type as ‘better’ and ‘worse’.

This picture was implicit in the discussion of relationship ideals in the previous chapter.

There I argued that a particular relationship of a given type should be distinguished from the

ideal of that relationship-type. I also argued that particular relationships can fall short of the

relevant ideals in practice while remaining a relationship of the relevant type. This implies

that in addition to the ideal form of a relationship-type, there are also various inferior forms

falling short of that ideal. There are many friendships that are not ideal friendships, but

which remain friendships. These will typically be described as better or worse friendships,

depending on how far they are from the friendship ideal.

What determines what form a relationship takes at a given time? The best form of

the relationship is determined by the corresponding ideal, and other inferior forms of the

relationship are determined by their distance from that ideal. What affects the form of a

particular relationship will therefore vary with the content of the relevant ideal. In general

terms, however, an ideal is likely to comprise some components that may include actions,

beliefs, dispositions, and emotions. Accordingly, our relationships will take better forms

when we act, believe, feel—or are disposed to act, believe, and feel—as the relationship

ideal requires.

Our friendships, for example, take better forms when we behave as friends should. When
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we support one another, when we are emotionally available to our friends, and when we keep

each other’s confidences. Conversely, our friendships take worse forms when we betray one

another, fail to show genuine concern for the well-being of one another, and exploit one

another. Similarly, a relationship shared by members of a certain religious order may take

better forms when their faith is strong, and take worse forms when their commitment to

their order’s core beliefs wavers.

The second component of the picture I am presenting is the claim that it is only a certain

range of relationship forms situated reasonably close to the relevant ideal that are non-

instrumentally valuable and worth pursuing for their own sake. Call these the ‘good’ forms

of the relevant relationship-type. While there is non-instrumental value in good friendships,

this need not be the case with enabling or dysfunctional friendships, nor with abusive or

exploitative marriages or parent-child relationships. The question of which relationships

have valuable forms, and where precisely the boundary between valuable and non-valuable

forms of, for example, a friendship, should be drawn is not one I will attempt to answer

here.

As it is the good forms of relationships that have non-instrumental value, and as our

actions, dispositions, attitudes, and emotions, are what affect the forms our relationships

take, this picture can explain why we have reason to do what promotes the better forms of

the relevant relationship and avoids its worse forms. Simply put, we have reason to make

the valuable relationships we share in better, and reason to avoid making them worse.

Note that this second picture avoids both of the shortcomings of the first picture I

explored. First, on this second picture, our reasons are not tied to the preservation of a

relationship, but to the promotion of its better forms. The reasons the relationship provides

are therefore tied to its ideal, and not to its constitution. Second, as this picture locates

non-instrumental value only in the better forms of a relationship, and can locate more value

in more valuable forms, we always have reason to improve our relationships, or to preserve

them in their current form if they ever reach their ideal.

The claim I wish to defend in this chapter is that the reason-providing force of the moral

relationship is best understood as an instance of this second picture. The moral relationship

can take different forms, and it is the better forms of this relationship that are valuable.

The non-instrumental value of these forms of the moral relationship give us reason to act

in such ways as preserve and promote the valuable forms of the moral relationship, and to
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avoid actions that promote its inferior forms.1

3.3 Value

The picture I have presented describes certain good forms of the moral relationship as non-

instrumentally valuable. Scanlon himself describes the relationship of mutual recognition

as “appealing in itself—worth seeking for its own sake.”2 It is common also to refer to at

least some interpersonal relationships as valuable. Friendship, for example, is often referred

to as a valuable relationship. G.E. Moore described such relationships as amongst “the

most valuable things we know or can imagine.” There are, however, a number of related

distinctions within the notion of value that require clarification in order to make it clear

what the claim that good forms of the moral relationship are ‘worth seeking for its own sake’

amounts to.

3.3.1 Intrinsic and extrinsic value

It is common to draw a distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic value. In broad intuitive

terms, intrinsic value is usually understood as the value an object has in itself, that is,

independent of its relation to any separate object of value. It is a non-derivative value.3

Extrinsic value is then understood by contrast as value an object has in virtue of its relation

to a second and distinct object of value. Its value is therefore derivative.

A common kind of extrinsic value is instrumental value. Objects such as tools or money

can be understood as examples of objects that have such instrumental value. Their value

derives entirely from their function in achieving further ends or securing other objects. Apart

from their function as tools and a medium of exchange, these objects have no substantial

independent value in themselves. Several clarifications are, however, important before this

distinction is clear.

1This account of the normativity of the moral relationship should also be distinguished from a third
model based on the notion of relationship-based ‘bestowed worth’. Nicholas Wolterstorff, for example,
grounds human rights in the relational fact that all humans are loved equally by God, but on his account
it is the value this relationship bestows on humans, not the relationship itself, that is significant. See:
Wolterstorff (2008), Chapter 16

2See Scanlon (1998), p.162. Note that Scanlon does not here distinguish different forms the relationship
of mutual recognition can take.

3Intrinsic value is also sometimes described as the value something has in virtue of being an end in
itself, or having final value. This strikes me as unhelpful. Engaging the notion of an “end” encourages an
interpretation of the claim that something is valuable in this way as an expression of a person’s intenrions,
and so as the statement of a psychological rather than evaluative fact. Fishing, for example, may be intended
as a means to the end of catching fish. While the end of catching fish is what guides our actions when fishing,
it is often the process of fishing, rather than the catching of fish, that is considered valuable.
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The first concerns the relation between intrinsic and extrinsic value and the intrinsic

and extrinsic properties of an object. It is tempting to assume that these distinctions map

neatly on to one another, but there is good reason to resist the view that intrinsic value is

the value an object has in virtue of its intrinsic properties.

One reason for this is that it is difficult to distinguish intrinsic and non-intrinsic prop-

erties.4 As a first pass, the intrinsic properties of an object might be contrasted to its

relational properties. As has been pointed out, however, not all intrinsic properties are

non-relational.5 An obvious example comes in cases where the relevant object has more

than one part. Among the intrinsic properties of a mosaic are the various relations between

the tiles out of which it is composed. In this case, certain relational properties are intrinsic

to the mosaic. To accommodate such intrinsic relational properties, a relational property

in the relevant sense might be understood as an “externally relational” property, that is,

as a property an object has in virtue of a relation to something that is not among its own

parts.6 Problems persist. ‘Not being within 1 mile of a mosaic’ is a relational property. It

is, however, not a property an object need have in virtue of its relation to some object not

among its parts. An object can have this relational property even if it is the only object in

the universe.7

Contrasting the intrinsic properties of an object to its relational properties seems partic-

ularly unhelpful in the context of discussing relationships. Many of the intrinsic properties

of a relationship appear also to be relational properties. This is because a relationship has

at least two parts. For example, it seems natural to individuate relationships by, amongst

other things, the identities of the persons sharing that relationship. Central to the individu-

ation of a particular relationship will therefore be several relational properties relating each

of the two persons who comprise the relationship.

I do not intend to argue that no satisfactory definition can be found of the distinction

between intrinsic and extrinsic properties.8 My claim is only that as this distinction is re-

4For a leading attempt see Lewis (1983)
5See, for example, Rabinowicz/Rønnow-Rasmussen (2000)
6Rabinowicz/Rønnow-Rasmussen (2000), 35.
7This example is adapted from Brian Weatherson. See Weatherson (2008).
8Ralph Wedgwood provides one helpful means of tying intrinsic value to intrinsic properties by arguing

that the only ultimate bearers of intrinsic value are fully specified states of affairs. While Wedgwood accepts
that many other things besides states of affairs can have various kinds of value, he shows that for any
evaluative property ascribed to something that is not a state of affairs, we can identify a corresponding
state of affairs with a related evaluative property. The intrinsic value of any state of affairs can then be
explained entirely by reference to its intrinsic properties including, where necessary, some internally relational
properties. By insisting that only very detailed or fully specified states of affairs can have intrinsic value,
any candidate for intrinsic value in virtue of some non-intrinsic property can be shown to be part of a
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fined, it becomes clear that it has less and less to do with the distinction between intrinsic

and extrinsic value. There is certainly no reason to assume that the most plausible distinc-

tion between intrinsic and extrinsic properties will map neatly on to the distinction between

intrinsic and extrinsic value.

A second reason for resisting the view that all intrinsic value obtains in virtue of an

object’s intrinsic properties is that some relational properties seem central to explaining

an object’s intrinsic value. The oldest tree in the world, for example, might plausibly be

thought to have some value beyond its value as part of an eco-system, as a carbon sink, or

as firewood. If this is the case, it is must be because of the relation in which this tree stands

to all other trees. The same might be said about the first human footprint on the moon.

Similarly, Winston Churchill’s golf clubs may now be of little instrumental value, but they

have a great deal of intrinsic value in virtue of their relation to their former owner.

The claim that good forms of the moral relationship are worth seeking for their own sake

can therefore be interpreted as the claim that such relationships have intrinsic value or non-

instrumental value. This claim, however, is to be distinguished from the claim that they

have this value in virtue of their intrinsic or non-relational properties. Rather, it should

be interpreted as the claim that such relationships do not depend for their value on the

relationships’ connection to a further distinct value.

3.3.2 Doubts about intrinsic value

One concern about ascribing intrinsic value to good forms of the moral relationship might

come from scepticism about the very notion of intrinsic value. Judith Jarvis Thomson, for

example, has argued against what she describes as “Moore’s view”—the view that there

is a property of goodness.9 Following G. H. von Wright, Peter Geach and Philippa Foot,

Thomson argues that in saying of something that it is good, “we are not ascribing a property

of goodness—indeed there is no such thing.”10

Thomson’s argument begins with Peter Geach’s attempts to understand how the word

‘good’ is used in ordinary speech. Geach considers adjectives like ‘red,’ which are known as

predicative adjectives. Geach argues that many such adjectives can also be understood as

logically predicative. Their defining feature is that a claim like ‘X is a red K’ is equivalent

larger and more detailed state of affairs within which any such property can be considered intrinsic. See:
Wedgwood (2009), pp. 327-330

9Thomson (1997), 273.
10Thomson (1997), 275.
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to the claims ‘X is red’ and ‘X is a K.’ Logically attributive adjectives, by contrast, do not

function in this way. ‘X is a big K’, for example, is not equivalent to ‘X is big’ and ‘X

is a K.’ Consider, ‘That mouse is big.’ This latter feature might be explained by the fact

that adjectives like ‘big’ require a contrast class. We cannot make sense of the claim that

something is big without understanding it as big relative to something else, or relative to

some class of things relevantly similar to it. A big mouse, for example, may well be big

relative to other mice, but it is among the smallest mammals.

Thomson then follows Geach in arguing that ‘good’ is a logically attributive adjective of

the same kind as ‘big.’ Accordingly, there is no sense to be made of the simple claim that

X is good. To understand what is meant by the claim that something is good we require

a contrast class. Or, in Thomson’s terms, all goodness is “goodness in a way.”11 When we

understand a claim that some X is good, according to Thomson’s account, we understand

from the context of utterance in what way the X is meant to be good. The claim, for

example, that X is a good book might be understood as the claim that X is an engaging

and informative novel, that X is a good for teaching children how to read, or that X is a

good book to stand on if you cannot reach the top shelf. There is, therefore, according to

Thomson, no sense to the claim that something is just plain good.

In response to Thomson, Michael Zimmerman has argued that the attribution of intrinsic

goodness is not, in most cases, incompatible with Thomson’s claims about all goodness

being goodness in a way. Zimmerman distinguishes between the claim that there is such as

property as ‘generic goodness’ and the claim that there is such a thing as ‘intrinsic goodness.’

The former is the property Thomson describes as “pure, unadulterated, goodness,” and the

property she contests.12 It is not clear whether Moore believed there was such a property,

and it is not an issue I will discuss here. Either way, it is a property that is distinct from

the latter property of intrinsic goodness. Intrinsic goodness, argues Zimmerman, and in

contrast to generic goodness, is a property that may rightly be described as “goodness in a

way.”13

The question is then in what way is intrinsic goodness goodness in a way? The answer,

argues Zimmerman, is that it is “ethical goodness.”14 As he himself acknowledges, this

is a description in need of some clarification. Clearly many identifiably moral goods are

11Thomson (1997), 276.
12Zimmerman (1999), 397.
13Zimmerman (1999), 404.
14Zimmerman (1999), 404.
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described as intrinsically valuable. The virtues, for example, such as courage, benevolence,

and justice, are often described as intrinsically good, and it is reasonably clear how this

might be interpreted to mean that they are ethically good. It is less clear, however, how

common claims about the intrinsic goodness of, for example, knowledge or beauty, are to be

interpreted as claims about the ethical goodness of these objects. Zimmerman’s response is

to note that these goods nevertheless have an “intimate tie to morality, in that there is a

moral requirement to favour them (welcome them, admire them, take satisfaction in them,

and so on) for their own sakes.”15

The claim that goodness can be understood by appeal to attitudes such as admiration

and satisfaction has become known as a ‘fitting attitude’ theory of value. According to these

views, something is good in a certain way if and only if it is a fitting object for an attitude of

a corresponding sort.16 In the way of an analogy, a fitting attitude theory of humour would

suggest that something is funny if and only if it is the appropriate object of amusement.

By the same token, a fitting attitude theory of value will consider something to be valuable

just in case it is a fitting object of an attitude such as admiration.

Scanlon endorses a fitting attitude account of value of a particularly robust form. Scanlon

both accepts the bi-conditional that ties value to being an object towards which certain kinds

of attitudes are fitting, and he accepts the further claim that these attitudes are conceptually

prior to the notion of value. According to what has become known as the “buck-passing”

theory of value, being valuable just is to be a fitting object of certain attitudes. The bi-

conditional that describes the fitting attitude theory of value is thereby also understood as

an analysis of the notion of value.17

Zimmerman has therefore clearly pointed towards an appropriate way of understanding

Scanlon’s claim that the moral relationship is intrinsically valuable. As Wedgwood has

argued, however, it is not necessary to accept Scanlon’s buck-passing view of value in order

to respond to Thomson’s concerns about intrinsic value. More specifically, it is sufficient to

accept a fitting attitude account of value, without accepting also Scanlon’s claim that one

side of the bi-conditional is conceptually prior to the other.18 The claim that something

has intrinsic or absolute value, of the kind I have attributed to certain forms of the moral

relationship, can, according to Wedgwood, be understood as the claim that this object is

15Zimmerman (1999), 405.
16See, for example, Wedgwood (2009), 325
17Scanlon (1998), 95-100.
18Wedgwood (2009), 325.
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such that it is appropriate for anyone who adequately considers it to have the corresponding

attitudes. This can be distinguished from the attribution of relative value. The claim that an

object has relative value can be understood either as the claim that there is a certain range

of agents for whom it would be appropriate to have the corresponding attitudes towards the

object in question, or as a claim that it would be appropriate for anyone to have the relevant

attitude towards the object but only conditionally on them sharing a certain independent

aim or purpose.

In response to Thomson’s concerns it might be argued, therefore, that the claim that the

moral relationship has intrinsic value is not to be understood as the claim that it is generically

good. Rather, it is to be understood as the claim that it is appropriate for anyone who comes

across it and adequately understands it to adopt certain positive attitudes towards it.

3.4 The norms of the moral relationship

I have suggested that the moral relationship can take many forms, and that it is the good

forms of the moral relationship that are intrinsically valuable and so provide us with reasons

to pursue and preserve these forms of the relationship. I have also suggested that what

determines the form of a relationship is the extent to which our behaviour accords with the

norms and ideals of the relevant relationship. The question is then what are the norms and

ideals of the moral relationship?

Recall from my discussion of the structure of the moral relationship in the previous

chapter that the relationship in question is a relationship constituted by a distinctive kind

of vulnerability to what Foot described as second-order goods and evils. A second-order

evil was understood in terms of the notion of being disregarded, which I explained as the

phenomena of having one’s capacity to live an active self-governing life overlooked or ignored.

A plausible characterisation of the ideal form of such a relationship appears therefore

to be one in which neither party imposes on the other any such second-order evils, but

are instead fully respectful of one another as active self-governing creatures. I have not

yet, however, said anything about how we might go about ensuring that we afford others

their rightful status when engaging in practical deliberations. What is necessary of our

deliberations in order to ensure that the products of those deliberations promote and sustain

valuable forms of the moral relationship?

One possible answer comes in the form of Scanlon’s contractualist formula. According
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to this principle:

“An act is wrong if its performance under the circumstances would be disallowed
by any set of principles for the general regulation of behaviour that no one could
reasonably reject as a basis for informed, unforced, general agreement.”19

I hope it is now clearer why we should be concerned to justify ourselves in precisely

this way. The contractualist formula aims to ensure that we respect precisely the capacity

that is central to the notion of a second-order evil and that was identified as central to the

moral relationship. Deliberating in accordance with the contractualist formula requires us

to identify the standpoint of everyone potentially affected by our actions, and to consider

what reasons they, as self-governing individuals, might have for or against a principle that

sanctions the action we are contemplating. This does not guarantee that we will do what

they want. Circumstances might make it entirely reasonable for us to act contrary to their

interests, perhaps because someone else has a far stronger interest in the outcome of our

action. Acting in accordance with the contractualist formula does, however, ensure that

we will never perpetrate the distinct kind of second-order evil at the heart of the moral

relationship. It ensures that we always recognise each of the persons affected by our actions

as autonomous self-governing agents to whom reasonable hypothetical justification is owed.

I do not here want to defend the claim that Scanlon’s contractualist formula is the

only plausible response to the question of how we ought to deliberate in order to preserve

the valuable forms of the moral relationship. There are perhaps other equally plausible

formulations. My claim is the more limited one that the contractualist formula provides one

plausible way of generalising the requirements of the valuable forms of the moral relationship

in a way that yields a well-grounded and comprehensive moral theory.

It is also important to stress that the notion of justification employed here remains a

purely hypothetical one. The emphasis is on actions that are justifi-able, in principle. While

it may well be desirable to live in a way that avoids conflict by acting only in ways that

others actually accept as justifiable, psychological realities mean that there is no guarantee

that all agents affected by your actions will be reasonable in all instances, and so will in

fact accept all reasonable justifications. Living in a way that others find wholly acceptable

19Scanlon also describes his contractualist view as one where an action is wrong if a principle that
permits this action is one that can be reasonably rejected. I will consider these formulations equivalent.
The two formulations are, I think, interchangeable because both formulations ask a question of the same
body of reasons, only from a different perspective. See: Scanlon (1998), p.153 for a formulation in terms of
actions that are “disallowed” and Scanlon (1998), p.4 and p.195 for a formulation in terms of what actions
are“permitted.”
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may involve making some unreasonable sacrifices. Such sacrifices may be rational, such as

in instances where the costs of discord are especially high.20 For present purposes, however,

such questions are a distinct topic. The present claim is only that in so far as we act

in accordance with the contractualist formula, our actions will be right, and our moral

relationships will preserve their valuable forms.

In the previous chapter I discussed a passage in which Scanlon appears to offer an account

of the constitution of the moral relationship. This, I argued, was a mistake. His description,

I suggested, was instead better interpreted as an account of the ideal form of the moral

relationship.

“[M]orality requires that we hold certain attitudes towards one another simply
in virtue of the fact that we stand in the relation of “fellow rational beings.”
[. . . .] A morally good person will have standing intentions to regulate his or
her behaviour in these ways. [. . . ] Beyond these good intentions, good moral
relations with others involve being disposed to having certain other attitudes.
These include, in general, being disposed to be pleased when we hear of things
going well for other people [. . . ]. These attitudes and dispositions define what
I am calling the moral relationship: the kind of mutual concern that ideally, we
all have towards other rational beings.”21

If this quote is interpreted as an account of the ideal form of the moral relationship,

Scanlon appears to argue that certain attitudes are key to the best form of the moral

relationship. These attitudes include being disposed to “be pleased when we hear of things

going well for other people.” This may well be a plausible description of an ideal. As far

as I can see, however, it is not a description of the ideal that is compelled by anything I

have previously said about the moral relationship. Central to preserving and promoting the

valuable forms of the moral relationship, as I have described it, is acting in ways that avoid

the perpetration of second-order evils by recognising affected agents as agents to whom

justification is owed. I see little reason to presume that our moral relationships can only

take their ideal forms when they include attitudes of the kind Scanlon describes.

3.5 Objections

I have now supplied all the main components of a relational moral theory. I have described

the structure and constitution of the moral relationship. I have clarified how the good forms

of this relationship can be said to have non-instrumental intrinsic value, and I have explained

20See Scanlon (1998) pp. 191-7 for a discussion of the difference between what is ‘reasonable’ and what
is ‘rational.’

21Scanlon (2008), 140, emphasis added
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how the valuable forms of this relationship are tied to the contractualist formula and give

us reason for action. I now want to consider a number of objections that might be made

against the notion of a moral relationship as I have described it, and against the kind of

relational moral theory I have attempted to articulate and defend as plausible.

3.5.1 Is the moral relationship a real relationship?

A particularly fundamental line of objection to the kind of relational moral theory I am

exploring concerns the very notion of a moral relationship. I have accepted that a truly

relational moral theory requires the existence of a very broad and inclusive relationship in

which all moral agents share. Recently, however, a number of commentators have questioned

whether something like the moral relationship should be considered a relationship at all.

This is a potentially serious objection. If the moral relationship itself is an implausible

construction, so too is the entire substantive moral theory that places the value of this

relationship at its centre.

Jay Wallace articulates a particularly forceful version of this objection.22 Scanlon’s

argument, he suggests, attempts to draw an analogy between friendship and the moral

relationship. Wallace accepts much of what Scanlon says about the way friendship works and

the way in which friendship can present us with normatively compelling reasons. Specifically,

he accepts the thought that a normative ideal governing acceptable behaviour among friends

is central to our understanding of this relationship. He then contrasts friendship to the

proposed moral relationship. If the moral relationship does in fact work in a way that is

analogous to friendship, it should be possible to provide a similar account of what constitutes

the moral relationship. It should be possible to identify a set of facts the satisfaction of

which settles the question of whether a given relationship counts as an instance of the moral

relationship. This, argues Wallace, is not the case with respect to morality:

“Your basic moral obligations to people are not based in the nature of the rela-
tionships you already stand in to those people. There is, in fact, no particular
kind of relationship you need to stand in to somebody to owe them the kind of
consideration and regard that is central to the requirements of morality.”23

22Wallace is responding only to Scanlon’s reliance on the notion of a moral relationship in his account
of blame, which Scanlon argues is best understood as an impairment of the moral relationship. See Scan-
lon (2008). As Wallace’s objections speak to the notion of a moral relationship itself, however, they are
relevant also to the more general moral project identified above. It should be noted that Wallace has ad-
ditional objections to Scanlon’s account of blame, focused on the notion of impairment to which Scanlon
appeals. I will not discuss these additional concerns here. As such, my defence of the notion of a moral
relationship will not be sufficient to vindicate Scanlon’s account of blame. See: Wallace (2011b)

23Wallace (2011b), 360.
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Wallace’s objection appears to be that there is an important disanalogy between cases of

friendship and cases of general morality. Morality cannot work like the norms that govern

a friendship, as we have no independent grasp of what constitutes the moral relationship.

Further, our understanding of morality as universal precludes the possibility of there being

any conditions that must be satisfied prior to the norms of morality gaining application.

Unlike friendship, we do hold any two persons morally accountable to one another regardless

of any pre-existing connection.

As stated, this argument moves too fast. Wallace’s observations are sufficient to show

that the moral relationship cannot be constituted by the same kind of facts that constitute

a friendship. They are not yet sufficient to show that the moral relationship can not be

constituted in some way. Wallace might be read so as to argue that no relationship can

both have a determinate constitution and be sufficiently broad to include all moral agents,

but this simply seems false in the absence of further qualifications on what is meant by a

‘relationship.’ Wallace might also be read as suggesting that, as a matter of fact, our moral

obligations to other persons are independent of whether we share a relationship with them

or not, but this is simply to beg the question against the relationship-based theory I am

articulating.

Wallace does, therefore, provide some further constraints on what can properly be under-

stood as a relationship. Friendship is a fairly complex relationship, constituted by a fairly

complex collection of facts. Crucially, as Wallace points out, it is a relationship constituted

in part by the actual attitudes of both parties to the relationship. Two persons cannot be

friends unless each party recognises the other as a friend, and display a number of relevant

attitudes. This feature, in particular, makes abstraction from friendship to the far broader

moral relationship appear problematic. No relationship that can hold between complete

strangers can be constituted by the actual attitudes of both parties to the relationship. In

this respect, it is a good example of the methodological problem noted earlier.

As I have suggested above, however, the moral relationship need not rely for its explana-

tion on a single model. While friendship cannot provide the entire picture, there are other

normatively significant relationships constituted in far simpler ways. Scanlon offered the

example of the relationship between a parent and their child as an example relevant to un-

derstanding the constitutive aspect of the moral relationship. The parent-child relationship

can be normatively significant even in cases where a parent does not exhibit the attitudes



CHAPTER 3. THE NORMS AND IDEALS OF THE MORAL RELATIONSHIP 102

typical of a good parent. Unlike a friendship, which cannot survive if either party fails to

exhibit appropriate attitudes of care and concern, a parent-child relationship survives even

in cases where a parent shows little actual concern for their child. They may be a bad

parent, but they remain a parent nevertheless.

Wallace largely accepts what Scanlon says about the parent-child relationship, but again

questions whether it can be considered analogous to the proposed moral relationship. The

parent-child relationship may not require any attitudinal or behaviour component, he argues,

but it does require, like friendship, a historical dimension.24 This relationship exists between

two people only because of the historical fact that one gave birth to the other. However

minimal these constituting facts may appear to be, Wallace contends that they are facts

that find no equivalence in the case of the proposed moral relationship. The dictates of

morality have force independent of even a minimal set of historical facts connecting us to

those impacted by our actions, and so the analogy between a moral relationship and the

parent-child relationship also falters.

What about the relationship, discussed in the previous chapter, we might suggest we

share with fellow members of a community or nation? It is plausible to claim that the

perceived value of such a relationship might also ground a set of norms governing behaviour

in certain contexts, yet it is unlikely that there will exist any historical ties linking all the

members of such a community. The same might be true of police officers who feel a strong

sense of loyalty to other members of their police force, even those they have never met.

While Wallace accepts that there may be no history of interaction binding members of

the same community or nation, he argues that there remains “a social and psychological

salience to the relationships that are at issue. We understand ourselves as members of

nations and variously local communities, and these kind of self-understanding shape our

identities in significant ways.”25 Again, Wallace finds no equivalent constituting element in

the proposed moral relationship.

At this point it is possible to state Wallace’s objection in more general terms. Scanlon’s

real error appears to lie not in illicit abstraction from any particular relationship, but rather

in an illicit move from one kind of relationship to another. Contrasting the proposed moral

relationship to features of the three examples of relationships discussed above, Wallace

states:

24Wallace (2011b), 361.
25Wallace (2011b), 361.
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“The relationship of fellow rational being, by contrast, has no necessary causal
or historical reality at all. To stand in this “relationship” with someone is merely
to share with them a certain property, that of being rational or being a rational
agent. This is a condition that can be satisfied by people who have never had
any causal interactions with each other. It seems seriously misleading to suggest
that moral obligations might be based on a relationship of this merely logical or
notional kind, in a way that is analogous.”26

This suggests Wallace wishes to distinguish two distinct kinds of relationship. One is a

thicker, more robust, or substantial kind characterised by what he calls “causal or historical

reality.” Friendship and parenthood both appear to be paradigm examples of this kind of

relationship, constituted as they are by a collection of causal and historical facts. A second

kind of relationship is what Wallace describes as a “merely logical or notional kind.” He

offers less in the way of an explanation of what constitutes this kind of relationship, noting

only that it can obtain whenever persons “share a certain property.” He does not provide

any examples (other than that of sharing the property of rationality), but I suppose other

examples might include “having blue eyes” or “having a receding hairline.”

I suspect Wallace means by this kind of “merely logical” relationship what Michael

Thompson has called “Fregean” two-place relations27 and Scheffler has called “thin logical”

relations.28 As Kolodny observes, these kinds of relationships can in fact be said to obtain

whenever two persons satisfy any two-place predicate.29 Examples of such relationships are

therefore presumably also relationships of the kind “x is to the north of y” and “x is taller

than y.” In what follows I will follow Scheffler and refer to this as the difference between

thin and thick relationships. Like Wallace, Kolodny suggests that thick relationships belong

to “a different ontological category” than those that are merely logical in kind.30

A similar concern is expressed by Alison Hills in a review of Scanlon’s work. Hills

raises the example of a pickpocket who steals my wallet without me ever discovering their

identity. This, she suggests, is an example of a harm done by a person “with whom I have

no meaningful relationship.”31 Hills acknowledges that we do count ourselves and the pick-

pocket as “fellow humans” or “fellow rational creatures,” but notes that this is not ordinarily

what is meant by the notion of a “relationship.” An ordinary relationship, presumably, has

some further identifiable features.

26Wallace (2011b), 361.
27Thompson (2004), 335.
28Scheffler (2010), 58.
29Kolodny (2003), 147.
30Kolodny (2003), 148.
31Hills (2009), 795. Emphasis added.



CHAPTER 3. THE NORMS AND IDEALS OF THE MORAL RELATIONSHIP 104

It is important to note that the two kinds of relationships cannot be distinguished simply

by claiming that thick relationships are constituted by facts and thin relationships are not.

Both thick and thin relationships obtain in virtue of some fact. In this respect the “biological

father” relationship is no different from the “blue eyes” relationship.

For this reason, both Wallace and Kolodny attempt to draw their distinction in more

detail by appeal to the kind of facts that constitutes thick relationships. Wallace suggests

above that what is distinctive of thick relationships is that they are constituted by facts

that have a historical, causal, or psychological salience. These are the kinds of facts Wallace

identifies as present in cases of friendship, familial love, and nationalism, but finds absent

in the proposed moral relationship.

Kolodny identifies a similar set of facts.32 Relationships belonging to the “different onto-

logical category” that interests him are thought to share the following features: they persist

over time; they must hold between particular persons, and cannot survive the substitution

of either party to the relationship; and they must have some historical dimension. “Sitting

to the left of someone” is provided as an example of a relationship that fails this third cri-

terion. “We need not know anything about our past,” suggests Kolodny, “to know whether

this relation obtains.” The addition of a knowledge requirement does not appear helpful

here. While some relationships may depend on both parties knowing some fact about their

relationship—notably relationships with an attitudinal component to their constitution—I

see little reason to suppose this requirement extends to all relationships. It seems more

natural, for example, to suggest that upon learning about her pregnancy, a woman discovers

that she shares in a parent-child relationship, as opposed to claiming that this relationship

does not exist until this point. Similarly, it seems more plausible to suggest that amnesia

deprives us of knowledge of our relationships, rather than that it severs all our relationships.

More plausible seems the claim that thick relationships are partly constituted by depen-

dence, in some way, on one or more facts about the past. That is, thick relationships require

the truth of some fact about the past, as opposed to knowledge of such a fact.

On this view, thin relationships abound. The converse is, however, not true. This

appears to be the central feature of Wallace’s objection. Scanlon, he argues, identifies

a thin relationship—that which we share with all rational beings—but proceeds to treat

it as though it were a relationship of the thicker, more robust, variety. Scanlon’s error is

32Kolodny (2003), pp.148-9.
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therefore not one of selecting the wrong particular relationship to abstract from; his error lies

in attempting to draw an analogy between two fundamentally different kinds of relationship.

The suggestion that morality might derive its reason-giving force from the value of a

moral relationship in the way the norms of friendship derive their force from the value

of this relationship therefore falls at the very first hurdle. The project, as conceived by

Scanlon, rests on an erroneous attempt to compare the purported moral relationship to a

thick relationship such as friendship. As the former is at best a relationship of the thin

kind, the two are in fact fundamentally different. This presents an immediate conceptual

obstacle to any project hoping to generalise the role thick relationships play in grounding

our special duties to yield an account of how a moral relationship might ground our more

general moral duties.

3.5.2 Response

Wallace’s objection relies on two important distinctions. First, and as described in the

previous chapter, he distinguishes the facts that constitute a relationship from the norms

that govern it. Second, he distinguishes two kinds of relationship. The second distinction

is made by use of the first. What distinguishes a thick relationship from a thin one is the

nature of its constitution; thick relationships are constituted by a certain kind of fact not

present in the case of thin relationships. Wallace hopes thereby to draw a neat dividing line

between two kinds of relationships, placing familiar relationships such as friendship on one

side and the moral relationship on the other.

While I believe Wallace’s first distinction is an important one, I do not think the sec-

ond can be sustained in the way his objection requires. Wallace, I think, moves between

two interpretations of the difference between a thick and a thin relationship. On the first,

thin and thick relationships are distinguished by a positive appeal to what it is thought

constitutes a thick relationship. Both Wallace and Kolodny attempt to provide an account

of what all thick relationships have in common. On other occasions, Wallace distinguishes

the two by appeal to a negative account of what a thick relationship is not. On this in-

terpretation, a thin relationship is a relationship constituted simply by a shared property.

A thick relationship might therefore alternatively be understood simply as a relationship

constituted by more than a shared property, whether or not Wallace and Kolodny succeed

in providing an exhaustive list of what more there can be to a relationship. I will argue
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that the first interpretation of this distinction fails to draw a neat dividing line in the way

Wallace suggests, while the second interpretation leaves no reason to preclude the moral

relationship from the category of thick relationships.

The criteria Wallace offers as constitutive of thick relationships are: the existence of

mutual attitudes of some kind, a history of causal interaction, and social and psychological

salience. He appears to accept that the parent-child relationship offers a counter-example

to the necessity of the first criterion, and that nationalism offers a counter-example to the

necessity of the second.

Kolodny emphasises persistence over time and the necessity of the relationship holding

between particular persons. Neither is, however, sufficient to exclude a substantive range of

relationships. Very many thin relationships are constituted by the fact that two particular

persons share some property over some period of time. If I am to the north of David

Cameron, or weigh as much as David Cameron, this is a relationship that holds between

two particular persons and persists through some period of time.

I question also the claim that persistence over time is plausible as a necessary condition.

Some relationships appear valuable from the very instant they begin. While there is consid-

erable disagreement over when exactly a child comes into existence, a child’s mother clearly

stands in a valuable relationship to her child from that very moment—whether this is the

moment of conception, the moment of birth, or some point in between.

Kolodny’s third condition of dependence on some historical fact is perhaps the most

promising. It is, however, in need of considerable clarification. While Kolodny intends this

condition to exclude accidental relations, such as “sitting to the left of,” and institutional

relations, such as a “toll-booth collector and driver” relation,33 it excludes only a very limited

class of such relations. For any such relation that does not depend on a fact about the past,

there will be a slightly different relation that does depend on a prior historical fact in this

way. For example, while the toll-booth collector and driver relation does not depend on any

facts about the past, the “toll-booth collector and returning customer” relationship does. It

depends on the fact that the very same driver was served by the very same collector at some

time in the past. Similarly, while the “sitting to the left of” relation does not depend on

any fact about the past, the “sitting to the left of for the second time” relation clearly does.

I do not think, however, that Kolodny wishes to include these revised relationships among

33Kolodny (2003), 148.
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the ranks of thick relationships. The criterion he has in mind must therefore be stronger

than one of mere dependence on historical fact.

Though somewhat obscure, Wallace’s third criterion of “social and psychological salience”

might be interpreted as an attempt to improve upon Kolodny’s third criterion. Mere de-

pendence on historical fact appears insufficient perhaps because what is of significance is

whether the relevant historical fact has made some impact on the persons sharing the re-

lationship. Wallace does not elaborate upon this criterion at any length, highlighting only

that certain relationships should be considered normatively significant because they influ-

ence our identity and self-understanding. In the context of nationalism, I take this claim

to mean that a relationship to one’s co-nationals enables one to think of oneself as, for

example, being British, and as such, also as someone who belongs to a certain culture or

value system. Rather than appealing to a dependence on just any historical fact, Wallace

might therefore be interpreted as restricting the dependence of thick relationships only to

those historical facts that have had a definite impact on our identities or self-understanding.

He has, however, done little to specify how the notions of impact and salience are to be

understood in this context.

If this is what remains of Wallace’s positive account of a thick relationship, it can perhaps

be reconciled with the second more negative interpretation of his distinction. In addition

to attempting to specify the features central to a thick relationship, Wallace also speaks of

thin relationships as relationships constituted simply by the fact that two persons “share a

common property.” Even without a clear understanding of what features are essential to the

constitution of a thick relationship, it might be argued that the mere fact that two persons

share a common property must, at the very least, be regarded as insufficient to ground a

normatively significant relationship.

Note that it cannot be argued that the fact that X and Y share a common property rules

out the possibility of them sharing a thick relationship. Two friends might also happen to

share the same eye-colour. Co-nationals share the property of having been born within a

certain bounded geographical area. It might, however, be argued plausibly that this fact

alone cannot be sufficient to constitute any kind of normatively significant relationship. Ad-

ditional facts are needed, for example, the fact that both persons have identified themselves

as British and have internalised aspects of the same culture.

If this is the distinction Wallace has in mind, his objection to Scanlon’s notion of a
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moral relationship must now rest on the claim that this relationship does not amount to

more than a thin relationship. It must be understood as a relationship constituted merely

by the property of shared rationality, a property that has no further impact on our identities

or self-understanding, a property that is therefore insufficient to constitute a normatively

significant relationship.

I think any such claim must be rejected. It relies on an extremely restrictive under-

standing of the notion of a moral relationship, limiting it simply to a claim about a shared

capacity for rational thought. This, however, is an account of the constitution of the moral

relationship that I have already rejected. In much the same way as a claim about where

two persons were born can play a role in shaping their identities, however, I believe facts

about a person’s rational capacities can be seen as similarly central to their identity and

self-understanding.

Recall here my presentation of the constitution of the moral relationship in chapter 2.

There I noted that Scanlon himself has argued that our common capacity to respond to and

assess reasons and justifications is central to our understanding of human life as valuable.34

Similarly, my discussion of Foot’s notion of a distinct ‘second-order evil’ began with the

question of whether there is anything that is distinctively ‘good for humans.’ Again, Foot

identifies the uniquely human capacity for rational thought, and for offering and assessing

justifications, as central to answering this question, and so as central to understanding a

distinctively good human life.

While facts about our status as persons and moral agents may influence our identity

and self-understanding in such a deep and fundamental way that they are easy to overlook,

it must, I think, be acknowledged that recognising ourselves as persons capable of certain

forms of rational thought is one of the most important aspects of our self-understanding

and identity, as this rational capacity is also the basis upon which all other aspects of our

self-understanding are built. Wallace’s suggestion that our nationality can influence our

self-understanding, for example, only makes sense in the context of a prior appreciation of

myself as a person. I feel no solidarity with animals that happen to be born within the same

State or nation as myself.

If Wallace is willing to accommodate relationships that hold between co-nationals on the

grounds that their shared nationality is a property that plays a central role in their identity

34Scanlon (1998), 106.
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and self-understanding, I see little reason not to accommodate also the moral relationship

on similar grounds. Labelling the moral relationship a thin relationship appears to involve

denying some very plausible claims about the role our capacity for rational deliberation and

thought plays in our lives.

When Wallace’s distinction between thin and thick relationships is explored in more de-

tail therefore, it fails to draw a neat dividing line between relationships such as nationalism

and friendship on the one hand, and the moral relationship on the other.35 The positive

criteria Wallace and Kolodny identify as constitutive of thick relationships appear inade-

quate to perform this role. A more plausible interpretation of the distinction relies on the

claim that a shared property alone is at the very least insufficient to ground a normatively

significant relationship. While more plausible, this interpretation of Wallace’s distinction

undermines the force of his objection, as it now comes to rely on the claim that the moral

relationship amounts to no more than a shared capacity for rational thought. As Scanlon

and others have stressed, however, this capacity amounts to much more than a shared prop-

erty. It is central to our understanding of ourselves and of others. There is therefore no

reason to suppose that the moral relationship fails to qualify as a thick relationship, and so

no reason to suppose it cannot be of normative significance in the same way as other more

familiar relationships.

3.5.3 Is the moral relationship a significant relationship?

Like Wallace, Scheffler argues that the analogy between the moral relationship and friendship

breaks down at a crucial point. While much of Scheffler’s argument might be interpreted in

a way that is similar to the objection described above, Scheffler also appears to acknowledge

that Scanlon has not confused two fundamentally different kinds of relationship.36 Despite

this, he believes there are two important obstacles to his project. Scanlon is himself aware

of the possibility of a certain kind of challenge:

“The motivational basis of friendship makes sense because friends play a real
and important role in one’s life. But morality, as I am describing it, requires us
to be moved by (indeed give priority to) the thought of our relation to a large

35While I do not think Wallace and Kolodny succeed in drawing the sharp ontological distinction they
hope to draw, I do, however, think the features they identify as constitutive of thick relationships might be
of use in answering the distinct question of what relationships are, in fact, objectively valuable—a question
I have alluded to above. It seems very likely that relationships there are good reasons to value will share
many of the features they identify.

36Scheffler (2010), 33.
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number of people, most of whom we will never have any contact with at all. This
may seem bizarre.”37

Even in the absence of a distinction between two different kinds of relationship, Scheffler

questions the notion of a normatively significant relationship that holds between complete

strangers. While our friends are persons we actually know, he argues, the relationship of

mutual recognition is meant to hold between persons who have not, and will never, meet or

know one another. In what substantive and interesting sense can persons in this condition

be said to stand in any kind of relationship with one another?38

When describing above the diversity of relationships often thought to be of normative sig-

nificance, I noted that it is in fact not uncommon for such relationships to include strangers.

The relationship that holds between co-nationals, or between members of the same police

force, may well include many persons who have never met. For this reason I do not find

Scheffler’s concern here to be particularly pressing.

At the heart of Scheffler’s concern is, however, a distinct and important thought that

is worth uncovering. There are at least two ways of understanding the notion of an inter-

personal relationship, with one common understanding leaving little room for a relationship

as broad as the moral relationship. I want to suggest here, however, that this is simply an

alternative to the kind of theory Scanlon wishes to advance, not an objection.

The first understanding views personal relationships as a means of differentiating the

status of persons. They are first and foremost a means of identifying those to whom addi-

tional forms of care, concern, and partiality can be justified. Identifying your own personal

relationships is a bit like identifying your own personal projects—it is a process of conferring

special privilege on a certain subset of actions or persons in a way that justifies a kind of

partiality that is important to us and to our lives. If this is how a relationship is understood,

the value of a relationship as inclusive as the proposed moral relationship does seem per-

plexing. A relationship that includes everyone is of little value when the primary purpose

of a relationship is understood as that of identifying a subset of persons to whom we have

special ties—ties extending beyond those we share with complete strangers. This appears

to be the way in which Scheffler understands the notion of a relationship. He himself notes

the parallel between personal projects and personal relationships.39 It is the natural way

37See: Scheffler (2010), 65 and Scanlon (1998), 168
38Scheffler (2010), 66.
39Scheffler (2010), 47ff.
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to view relationships if their role is restricted to the more limited one of justifying certain

forms of partiality.

Personal relationships might, however, also be understood more broadly, not as some-

thing that confers special status on some individuals, but as that which most fundamentally

ties us to other people. On this view, relationships serve not only to emphasise some inter-

personal ties over others—they ground all interpersonal ties.

On this second understanding of a relationship, there is no difficulty in thinking of a

broad and inclusive relationship as valuable. This is also, I think, the understanding of a

relationship most natural to theories that consider morality fundamentally interpersonal in

the way described at the beginning of this chapter. My claim here is not that the latter

understanding of a relationship is correct while the former is not. I want only to trace

the reluctance with which some commentators have confronted a relationship that includes

strangers to their distinctive interpretation of what a relationship is. While their concerns

make sense when cast in their own terms, the problem dissipates when recast in terms more

sympathetic to theories such as Scanlon’s.

These two understandings of a relationship can, I think, be seen as contrasted in one of

Scheffler’s comments on Scanlon’s response to these concerns. As noted above, Scanlon is

sensitive to the possibility of the idea that we stand in some kind of relationship to complete

strangers striking us as “bizarre.” He notes however that the alternative, “that people count

for nothing,” is surely equally bizarre.40 He develops this thought elsewhere, adding that

“when we do become aware of others and are in actual or potential interaction with them,

we generally assume that even if they are strangers they will manifest at least the basic

elements of this ideal concern.”41

Scheffler responds to this line of response by noting that it “seems curiously unrespon-

sive.”42 The alternative, he suggests, is surely not that strangers count for nothing, but

rather that the reason they count for something is not derived from the value of a special

relationship. This, as I have described above, is Scheffler’s own view of how we account for

more general moral obligations. If read on the first understanding of a relationship, Schef-

fler’s concern is easy to appreciate. Not sharing a relationship with someone in this sense

means only that they do not have special standing in your deliberations, not that they have

40Scanlon (1998), 168.
41Scanlon (2008), 141.
42Scheffler (2010), 65.
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no standing. There is no need for a relationship with strangers, as there are other values

available to explain our obligations to them.

On the second understanding of a relationship, however, Scanlon’s response is clearer.

Scanlon is undoubtedly overstating his position. After all, we clearly do not share the rel-

evant relationship with animals, but it does not follow that they count for nothing. As

noted above, however, Scanlon believes morality is fundamentally interpersonal. Interper-

sonal relationships therefore play a much more central role in his thought and account for all

our ties with fellow moral agents. The alternative to sharing a relationship with strangers

is therefore still that they count for something, but only in a way that is fundamentally

different from the way in which we count the interests of those with whom we do share a

relationship.

Scanlon’s claim should therefore perhaps instead be interpreted as the claim that the

interests of strangers surely count for or against an action in just the same way as the

interests of our friends and family. If this is so, then it is natural for Scanlon to claim that

this is a consequence of us sharing a relationship of some kind. This is just to say that the

fact that someone is a stranger to us does not relegate their interests to the status of those

of an animal or work of art.

3.5.4 Are substantial theories sufficiently extensive?

As I have presented Scanlonian contractualism it offers what Scanlon refers to as a ‘sub-

stantive moral theory.’ It is also an instance of what Nicholas Southwood has labelled a

“substantivist” account of normativity.43 On a substantivist view, “to say that I have rea-

son to perform an act φ is to say that there is some substantive value I promote or respect

by performing φ.” The substantive value I have identified is the intrinsic value of the good

forms of the moral relationship. In offering his own relational theory of morality, however,

Southwood rejects such views. It is instructive to consider why Southwood rejects such

views and to consider whether his concerns are applicable to the view I have presented in

this chapter.

As Southwood interprets Scanlon, the relationship of mutual recognition is intrinsically

valuable, and “[T]o stand in this relation just is to act in accordance with Scanlon’s contrac-

tualist formula.”44 This, he argues, gives us non-derivative reasons to act in accordance with

43Southwood (2010), 122.
44Southwood (2010), 122.
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the contractualist formula. From this it is clear that Southwood interprets the conctractual-

ist formula as part of the constitution of the moral relationship. On this interpretation, we

have reason to act in accordance with the contractualist formula, because we have reason

to be part of the intrinsically valuable moral relationship.45

Southwood is rightly dissatisfied with this account. As it stands, this account fails to

explain why we are entitled to expect those who have not yet decided whether to act in accor-

dance with the contractualist formula to act only on principles that others cannot reasonably

reject. If the moral relationship is constituted by a willingness to act in accordance with the

contractualist formula, those who have not yet made this commitment remain outside of the

purportedly valuable relationship, and cannot as such be bound by its requirements. Take

the analogy with friendship.46 The fact that I want Green to be my friend is not sufficient

reason to expect her to act in accordance with the norms of friendship. These norms can

take hold only once we have become friends. Similarly, on this interpretation, the mere fact

that I would like to share a good form of the moral relationship with Green does not give her

reason to act as the contractualist formula demands until she herself has decided to locate

herself within the moral relationship by committing to its demands.

Southwood prefers instead to account for the normativity of his contractualism by a

structure he labels ‘relational formalism.’47 The central feature of relational formalism

appears to be the thought that when we stand in certain relationships we have reasons that

are “normative expressions” of those relationships. This, suggests Southwood, is a perfectly

familiar idea. “Friends have reasons of friendship that express what it is to be a proper

friend.”48 The idea appears to be that when we find ourselves in certain relationships, there

are certain substantive and formal requirements made of us simply in virtue of the fact that

we belong to the relevant relationship.

The relationship Southwood himself focuses on is the relationship of what he describes

as “deliberative citizenship.” Without dwelling on the details of this particular relationship,

any agent with a capacity for what Southwood calls “deliberative rationality” has the capac-

ity to stand in this normatively significant relationship. There are a number of requirements

on what it takes to be deliberatively rational. These can generally be described as an ability

45Southwood appears to confirm this reading on his p.133
46Southwood (2010), 123.
47See Southwood (2010), 128ff. Southwood’s presentation of the structural features of relational formalism

is intertwined with its application to his own favoured relationship of deliberative citizenship. Here I will
focus primarily on its structural features.

48Southwood (2010), 129.
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to assume a certain interpersonal point of view, and to deliberate interpersonally in accord

with certain discursive, reflective, and communicative norms. It is the capacity to assume

this interpersonal point of view, and to conduct a certain form of deliberation with others,

that constitutes what Southwood calls the relationship of deliberative rationality. When the

structure of relational formalism is applied to this relationship, we discover that simply in

virtue of finding ourselves to be deliberatively rational citizens we stand in a normatively

significant relationship and are subject to the reasons that express what it is to be a proper

deliberative citizen.49

This looks much like the beginnings of a substantivist account, but Southwood argues

this is to misunderstand relational formalism in two ways.50 First, the relationship we share

with our fellow deliberative citizens is not constituted by, or otherwise dependent on, action

in accordance with the deliberative contractualist formula. Such an implausible constitutive

connection was one of his main objections to Scanlon’s substantivism. Second, and as a

direct consequence of the first, the reasons Southwood’s contractualist agents have in virtue

of their relationship are best described as reasons of deliberative citizenship, as opposed

to reasons to be deliberative citizens. They are equivalent to the reasons we have in virtue

of being someone’s friend, and not equivalent to the reasons we might have to become

someone’s friend.

I believe that Southwood’s account must be understood as a version of a substantivist

account if it is to avoid certain implausible results, and that when it is viewed in this way,

it can be seen as quite similar to the view I have defended above.

First, certain features of Southwood’s view strike me as implausible. As he makes clear,

the structure of his relational formalism is familiar from other relationships. Southwood

himself finds it in friendship, in parenthood, and in democratic citizenship.51 There are

reasons of friendship that express what it is to be a good friend, reasons of parenthood that

express what it is to be a good parent, and reasons of democratic citizenship that express

what it is to be a good democratic citizen.

The problem is that this list can go on. Over the course of history, even modern history,

many racist individuals and organisations have presented a clear and concise account of the

reasons they believe apply to all who share their race. They are, in effect, reasons that

49See Southwood (2010), pp.88-96, p.125, and p.129
50Southwood (2010), 133.
51Southwood (2010), 129.
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express what it is to be a good racist. There might exist similar accounts of reasons that

apply to a person in virtue of sharing the same social class, religion, or gender. There are

many people who would claim to have as clear an understanding of what these relationships

require of us, as they have in the case of, for example, friendship. For all Southwood has

said about the structural features of relational formalism, there is nothing to distinguish the

reasons of these relationships from those that apply to us in virtue of parenthood, friendship,

or democratic citizenship. Relational formalism is, after all, an attempt to specify what

formal requirements we have in virtue of our relationships that are independent of both our

“desires and values.”52 The fact that I myself do not value my relationship with members

of my race therefore has no bearing on the status of the reasons they claim I have.

Simply tying the normativity of contractualism to the formal requirements of a relation-

ship appears therefore to be insufficiently restrictive. As it stands, it risks either making

the reasons of morality too weak by placing them alongside the kind of reasons the Ku

Klux Klan might claim I have to avoid socialising with persons not of my race, or making

the reasons of the racist implausibly and distressingly strong by placing them alongside the

demands of morality. As it stands, Southwood has provided no explanation of how these

two different sets of relationship-dependent reasons differ in their normative force.

One solution to this problem is to revisit the substantivist accounts Southwood rejects.

Recall that such accounts tie our reasons to substantive values, and permit relationships

to be among such values. A substantivist might therefore accept that certain valuable

relationships—such as the moral relationship or the relationship of deliberative citizenship—

provide reasons in virtue of their formal requirements, but argue that the racist has failed

to identify a relationship that is valuable in the appropriate sense. It may be, for example,

that there are no valuable forms of the relationship they have identified. The racist may

of course retain the false belief that the co-race relationship is a valuable one. Southwood

ought, I think, therefore to consider his own theory an instance of a substantivist theory.53

What then about Southwood’s claim that to understand his view as a version of sub-

52Southwood (2010), 134.
53Note that Southwood on several occasions appears to describe his view in the way a substantivist

would. The reasons friendship give us are reasons to be good friends. The reasons parenthood give us
are reasons to be good parents. And the reasons deliberative citizenship give us are reasons to be good

deliberative citizens. Southwood also describes reasons of parenthood as reasons we have “to be certain
kinds of parents, i.e. good ones.” The presumed response to the racist is therefore that there is no such
thing as being a ‘good racist,’ but this is just to endorse a substantivist position and to abandon an account
of the normativity of relationships that is independent of substantial values. See, for example, Southwood
(2010) p.129 and p.133
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stantivism is to misunderstand it in two ways? His two concerns are closely related and

both stem from his claim that Scanlon’s moral relationship should be thought of as consti-

tuted by the contractualist formula. This yielded the implausible conclusion that we cannot

legitimately expect those who have not yet committed to the formula to accord with it, and

to the related claim that we are provided only with reasons to become partners in the moral

relationship, and not with reasons of, or in virtue of, being in the moral relationship.

Notice, however, that this follows from a claim Southwood makes about the constitution

of a particular relationship—in this instance the moral relationship—and does not follow

from anything he has said about the structure of substantivist theories. It is applying the

substantivist structure to a relationship that is thought of as constituted by compliance with

the contractualist formula that makes this view an implausible ground for a comprehensive

contractualist morality, not any structural feature of substantivism. This leaves open the

possibility of applying the substantivist structure to a different, more plausibly constituted,

moral relationship, such as the one I have tried to outline in the previous chapter. This

avoids the problems associated with Southwood’s relational formalism, and provides a clear

account of how an intrinsically valuable relationship can provide us with reasons along the

lines I have described above. The moral relationship as I have described it over the past two

chapters offers one such possibility as in my presentation it is not constituted by compliance

with the contractualist formula. Southwood’s own relationship of deliberative citizenship

offers another.

3.5.5 Can relationships be non-instrumentally valuable?

A second possible cluster of objections emerges from the literature concerning the role of

special relationships in justifying certain forms of partiality. As I mentioned briefly in

chapter 1, many have argued that the intrinsic value of some special relationships justifies

some degree of partiality towards those with whom we share these relationships. Against this

view, Simon Keller has argued that no relationships can have intrinsic value.54 Accordingly,

relationships cannot support or justify partiality through their intrinsic value. Keller does

not consider the moral relationship, but his criticism is clearly relevant to the picture I have

articulated above. If no relationship can be intrinsically valuable this will include the moral

relationship. If this is the case, the intrinsic value of the moral relationship cannot give us

54Keller does not deny that relationships can be instrumentally or otherwise extrinsically valuable.
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reasons for action in the way I have suggested. Keller employs a number of arguments in

defence of this position. Here I will adapt what I take to be the strongest and most relevant

of these.

Keller’s first objection is raised against the claim that there is a close conceptual connec-

tion between the intrinsic value of a relationship and reason for action. This is a connection

of the kind I rely on when claiming the intrinsic value of the good forms of the moral rela-

tionship gives us reasons for action. To dispute this connection, Keller invites us to consider

a relationship taken from Martin Amis’ novel Yellow Dog, in which King Henry IX and

Princess Victoria have a chief-of-staff named Brendan Urquhart-Gordon.

“[Brendan’s] relationship with the king and princess is one of subservience. He
is treated as an inferior, his tasks are often demeaning, and the king has a habit
of humiliating him in public. Yet, [Brendan] is devoted to the king and princess
and goes to enormous efforts to keep them out of trouble. And behind it all,
he has a secret; [Brendan] is a republican. He disapproves of the institution of
royalty and the kind of relationship in which he by his role participates. He
continues to serve the king and princess, however, because he knows they need
him, and he loves them. “What he did here, what he had been doing for a
quarter of a century, it was for love, all for love” [. . . ] [Brendan] does not value
his relationship with the king and princess, still less does he value it intrinsically,
but he takes it to involve special reasons nonetheless.”55

This example is thought to challenge the close conceptual connection between the value of

a relationship and the reasons it provides to those participating in it. The claim appears

to be that while the relationship in question is fairly obviously not a valuable one, it is

nevertheless and intelligibly regarded as a source of special reasons by one of the parties to

that relationship.56 Accordingly, it is a mistake to assume that it is the intrinsic value of a

relationship that is providing these reasons.

This example is somewhat odd for a number of reasons. First, it is clear from the quoted

passage that there are several relationships in play. There is the subservient relationship of

King–Chief of Staff. There is the more general King–subject relationship of which Brendan

disapproves. And there is what at least appears to be a loving relationship between Brendan

and the King. This, in any case, is how Brendan describes the situation himself. This makes

the relevant objection somewhat harder to articulate. The proponent of relationship-based

reasons need not be read as committed to the view that each of these relationships provide

reasons for action. They need only claim that the special obligations identified can be

55Quoted in Keller (2011), 56
56Keller also argues that for a converse case in which there is a special relationship but no corresponding

reasons.
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traced to one of the relationships Brendan shares with the King. In fact, Brendan appears

to specify quite clearly that it is only the latter loving relationship that provides him with

reasons for action. “What he did here, what he had been doing for a quarter of a century,

it was for love, all for love.” Once we accept that this loving relationship is the sole basis

for the reasons in question, however, it is much less clear how this case presents a problem

to the relationship-based reasons advocate. Keller’s claim relies on the intuition that the

relationship Brendan and the King share is not a valuable one. This leaves it open to the

advocate of relationship-based reasons to follow Brendan himself and dismiss the first two

relationships as of no value, and to locate the relevant reasons exclusively in the valuable

loving relationship.

Perhaps Keller might respond by claiming that a valuable loving relationship is incom-

patible with a subservient relationship of the kind that also unites the King and Brendan.

It might be argued that a genuine and valuable loving relationship is possible only under

conditions of rough equality, and is certainly not possible under conditions such as those

described in the quoted passage. Nevertheless, Brendan continues to see this relationship

as a source of reasons.

This line of response appears to conflate the normative claim that a valuable relationship

does in fact provide its participants with certain reasons with the psychological claim that

a person, in this case Brendan, explains his actions by reference to a particular relationship.

The latter psychological phenomenon need not be regarded as of any normative significance.

Many victims of domestic violence continue to demonstrate loyalty to their abusive spouses.

‘Stockholm Syndrome’ describes a condition whereby hostages develop a sense of loyalty

and sympathy towards their captors. Both are psychological phenomena, and neither have

implications for the normativity of abusive marriages or the captor–captive relationship. If

an intrinsically valuable and reason-providing loving relationship is not possible under the

conditions Brendan describes, Brendan is simply mistaken in believing he has reasons of the

kind he identifies. He is mistaken when he thinks there is a loving relationship where there

is not. He does not, therefore, have any obligations to the King. This is not to say that he

cannot cite such reasons in an explanation of his action.

Keller offers a further distinct but closely related objection. He invites us to consider in

more general terms a broad range of dysfunctional relationships familiar from every day life.

These might include exploitative or enabling friendships, abusive marriages, and neglectful
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parents. It is natural to think that such relationships are not valuable. If relationships are

intrinsically valuable, however, Keller suggests it would remain an open question whether

such relationships are valuable. After all, at least they are relationships. Depending on the

amount of intrinsic value a relationship has, this value might well offset the negative instru-

mental value the relationship causes those participating in the dysfunctional relationship.

Keller finds this conclusion absurd: “but this is not really an open question; a relationship

that is no good for anyone is no good at all.”57

This objection does not present a problem to the picture I have described above. My

claim, recall, is that it is the good forms of relationships that are non-instrumentally valuable.

Either Brendan’s loving relationship with the King takes a good form, in which case it can

explain the reasons Brendan identifies, or it takes a bad form, in which case it provides

him with no reasons, though it may still serve a psychological function. Further, none of

the dysfunctional relationships Keller describes take one of their good forms, and on my

view therefore have no intrinsic value at all. When relationships take this form there is no

question that the relationships are bad, not because their instrumental disvalue outweighs

their intrinsic goodness, but because they have no intrinsic value when they take these forms.

Furthermore, the view I have presented has an advantage over Keller’s own view. I take

it that in all the dysfunctional cases he describes, the relevant participants have reason to be

better friends, parents and spouses. On my view, it is clear where these reasons come from,

and it is not an open question whether we ought to aspire to pursue better forms of the

relevant relationships. It is the fact that the good forms of these relationships have intrinsic

value that explains these reasons. Keller, on the other hand, cannot appeal to reasons that

issue from the intrinsic value of the good forms of these relationships in explaining why we

ought to be better friends, spouses, and parents in these dysfunctional cases.

It is worth making a further point about potential counter-examples to the claim that

relationships have intrinsic value. Keller suggests that “When something has intrinsic value,

there is something good about it, independently of what else is going on around it.”58 The

most natural inspiration for this claim is perhaps the view that intrinsic value supervenes

only on intrinsic properties.59 If we equate intrinsic value with the value an object has in

virtue of its intrinsic properties, it is natural to assume that intrinsic value is something an

57Keller (2011), 63.
58Keller (2011), 63.
59It should be noted that Keller explicitly rejects this interpretation of intrinsic value in an earlier footnote.

See: Keller (2011), p.54, n.7
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object will have with it in all circumstances.

As Christine Korsgaard has noted, however, from this it has frequently been argued that

if a circumstance can be found in which the relevant object is not in fact good, then its

goodness cannot be intrinsic, and so must be purely extrinsic. This style of argument has,

for example, been used to show that beauty can be of only instrumental value, and to defend

J.S. Mill’s claim that only happiness is worth seeking for its own sake. Consider a beautiful

sunset. Observing a beautiful sunset might be thought to be an activity of intrinsic value.

It will, however, always be possible to describe cases in which the witness of this sunset is

painful, or tedious, or otherwise bad. In such cases we are tempted to say that the activity

in question is not a valuable one. But if we make this concession, we have admitted that

the value of looking at the sunset depends in some way on the circumstances in which the

activity takes place. From this it might then be concluded that any value the activity has

cannot be intrinsic, and so must be extrinsic and purely instrumental.60 Similarly, it might

be argued that if a circumstance can be found in which a relationship of purported intrinsic

value is in fact not best thought of as valuable, this can show by the same method that the

relevant relationship is in fact only extrinsically valuable.

As I have argued above, however, intrinsic and extrinsic values are not helpfully un-

derstood in terms of whether they supervene on intrinsic or extrinsic properties. Not only

can intrinsic and extrinsic properties be difficult to distinguish, but many uncontroversially

relational and extrinsic properties appear to support the attribution of intrinsic value. If

we accept that relational properties can provide grounds for intrinsic value, it will no longer

be the case that objects of intrinsic value retain their goodness regardless of what goes on

around them. Counterexamples must therefore do more than place relationships that would

otherwise be valuable in conditions under which they are clearly no longer so.

3.6 Conclusion

In this chapter I have argued that the moral relationship can take many forms. Its best

form is the ideal moral relationship. One plausible characterisation of this ideal is provided

by Scanlon’s contractualist formula, though other plausible ideals may also exist. The forms

our moral relationships take will depend on whether our actions, attitudes, and dispositions

conform to the requirements that characterise the relationship’s ideal form. The closer our

60Korsgaard (1983), pp.171-2.
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actions come to this ideal, the better our relationships. As the good forms of the moral

relationship are intrinsically valuable, this gives us reason to act in the way our moral

relationships require, as this will help preserve good forms of these relationships and move

us closer to their ideal. It also gives us reason not to act in ways that are not (hypothetically)

justifiable to others, as doing so will undermine our shared moral relationship, making it

less valuable, or perhaps pushing it towards a form that has no intrinsic value at all. As I

stressed in the previous chapter, however, even in such cases we continue to share the moral

relationship, and the value of its good forms continues to provide us with reason to be better

partners in the moral relationship.

This chapter, when combined with the preceding chapter, offers a general overview of the

most important features of the moral relationship. I have described both what must be the

case in order for it to be true that two persons share the moral relationship, and provided

an account of the normative implications of this fact. In this chapter I have therefore also

tried to defend the concept of a moral relationship against a number of objections. In so

doing I hope to have clarified the plausibility of counting the moral relationship as a genuine

relationship, as well as a number of the claims I have made about its value.



Chapter 4

The Moral Relationship and Contractualism

4.1 Introduction

In the previous chapters I have outlined and motivated a relational moral theory which

explains our moral judgments by reference to the value of relationships, including the moral

relationship. I have also clarified the structure and normativity of the moral relationship,

and defended it against several influential objections. What has emerged is, I believe, the

materials for a plausible relational moral theory based on one possible interpretation of

Scanlon’s contractualist moral theory. In this final chapter I want to demonstrate how this

clearer understanding of the moral relationship in certain forms of contractualism can be of

benefit to the discussion of such theories.

I will start by showing how a number of potentially controversial and puzzling aspects of

Scanlon’s contractualism can in fact be regarded as direct consequences of the structure of a

relational moral theory and the nature of the moral relationship. I will focus in particular on

the ‘individualist’ and ‘impersonalist’ restrictions, that have proved to be among the most

controversial components of this form of contractualism. In both cases I will argue that they

simply capture one of the main structural implications of a relational moral theory.

I will then argue that a better understanding of the role the moral relationship plays

in this form of contractualism can usefully clarify a number of influential objections. It

has been variously argued that Scanlonian contractualism cannot accommodate a range of

intuitions, including intuitions concerning our obligations to animals, future persons, and

groups of persons. Each case can, I will argue, be seen as an instance of the question of how

far the moral relationship extends. I will then look at two of these objections—aggregation
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and future persons—and demonstrate how a better understanding of the moral relationship

and its role can both clarify the objection and the limitations of existing responses, and point

towards further strategies for responding to key problem cases on behalf of a relational moral

theory.

4.2 Two restrictions

Scanlon has described his model for contractualist deliberation as a series of thought-

experiments. In deciding whether an action is right or wrong, we must ask whether anyone

affected by a principle that permits the relevant action has reason to reject such a principle.

If there is such a person, we must compare their reasons for rejecting the principle against

the reasons others have in the principle’s favour. The question we must ask is whether,

given these reasons in the principle’s favour, it remains reasonable of its opponents to reject

it.1

In conducting these thought experiments we cannot, however, consider any reasons

whatsoever for or against a given principle. Scanlonian contractualism imposes various

constraints on the reasons admissible to the process of contractualist deliberation. Two

restrictions are particularly significant: the individualist restriction and the impersonalist

restriction. Both have proved highly contentious aspects of Scanlon’s theory. It is generally

assumed that both are ad hoc constraints designed to deliver non-consequentialist results

in certain familiar cases. Having articulated a version of Scanlonian contractualism that

takes the form of a relational moral theory, and having clarified the nature of the moral

relationship, I will argue that both restrictions are in fact direct structural implications

of such a theory. This will be significant, as both restrictions feature in common objec-

tions to Scanlon’s contractualism, and many commentators have argued that they should

be abandoned.

4.2.1 The individualist restriction

The first restriction on the reasons admitted to contractualist reasoning has been labelled the

individualist restriction.2 This restriction insists that “the justifiability of a moral principle

depends only on various individuals’ reasons for objecting to that principle and alternatives

1Scanlon (2011), 131.
2Parfit (2011a), 193.
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to it.”3 That is, in comparing the reasons for and against a given principle, we can consider

only the reasons of individual persons. This excludes a variety of reasons, some of which

will be discussed in more detail in later sections. One of the most significant classes of

reasons excluded by the individualist restriction is, however, the aggregate reasons of many

individuals.

In a now famous example Scanlon makes it clear what he intends this restriction to

achieve. A television engineer named Jones is trapped under a transmitter during the live

broadcast of an important World Cup match. Jones is in considerable pain, but his life is

not in danger. He can be relieved of his pain, but only by interrupting for a significant

period of time the broadcast of the football match currently bringing pleasure to millions of

viewers.4

Simple utilitarian reasoning appears to yield counterintuitive results in this case. If

deciding whether to save Jones immediately or to wait until the end of the football match is

simply a matter of comparing his pain to the aggregated pleasure of the television audience,

then there will be some number of viewers such that we ought to wait. The aggregate sum

of their relatively small pleasures will eventually outweigh Jones’ suffering.

The individualist restriction succeeds in avoiding this counterintuitive conclusion. When

asking whether a principle that permits us to interrupt the broadcast could reasonably

be rejected we cannot, according to the individualist restriction, appeal to the combined

interests of the millions of people watching and enjoying the football match. We must

instead consider each of these complaints individually, determining whether any one of them

compares to the suffering of Jones while trapped beneath the transmission tower. Only if

there is some single individual with grounds for rejecting this principle that are stronger

than Jones’ reasons in its favour will rescuing him be wrong. The only reasons admissible

as grounds for reasonable rejection are those of Jones, as well as the reasons of each of the

individually affected television viewers.

In articulating the individualist restriction, Scanlon shows deep affinity with a number

of prominent strands of anti-consequentialist thought. Rawls’ famous critique of classical

utilitarianism focuses on its failure to take seriously the separateness and distinctness of each

person, and consequently, its inability to consider the moral relevance of the distribution

3Scanlon (1998), 229.
4Scanlon (1998), 235.
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of costs and benefits.5 These failures follow in part from the fact that classical utilitarians

simply aggregate the full costs and benefits of a given course of action in order to compare

the resulting complete states of affairs. In a similar vein, Nagel stresses that central to

understanding the appeal of equality is through pairwise comparisons of the impact an

action or policy has on affected individuals, rather than through a comparison of aggregated

outcomes.6

4.2.2 The impersonalist restriction

The second restriction is closely related to the first, and has been labelled the impersonal-

ist restriction.7 One of Scanlon’s clearest statements of the claim behind the impersonalist

restriction is that “Impersonal values do not provide, in themselves, reason for rejecting prin-

ciples of right and wrong,” where impersonal values are understood as values not grounded

in the well-being of individuals.8

It is important not to confuse the claim that impersonal values do not, in themselves,

provide grounds for reasonable rejection, with the separate claim that there are no such thing

impersonal values, or that no such values are of significance to morality. In addition to the

value attached to the well-being and status of persons, Scanlon explicitly acknowledges that

there are values associated with, for example, the well-being of animals and objects of great

natural beauty.9

It might well be thought that these impersonal values also provide reasons for rejecting

certain candidate principles. A principle that permits the filling in of the Grand Canyon

might be rejected for the reason that it adversely affects some person, but we may well

also think that the impersonal value of the Grand Canyon itself provides a reason against

such a principle. The impersonalist restriction captures the fact that, on Scanlon’s view,

reasons grounded in impersonal values in this way do not supply grounds for reasonable

rejection. Only personal reasons—reasons grounded in the well-being, claims, or status of

persons—supply such grounds.

This characterisation of the impersonalist restriction does obscure one important distinc-

tion.10 Scanlon appears here to contrast impersonal reasons to reasons grounded in facts

5Rawls (1999), 19-24.
6Nagel (1979a), 125.
7Parfit (2011a), 214.
8Scanlon (1998), 222.
9See for example: Scanlon (1998), p.182 and p.219

10I owe this observation to Derek Parfit
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about the well-being of individuals. It is tempting to link personal reasons to individual

well-being in this way because in most cases, where there is a change in the level of well-being

enjoyed by individuals, there will also be some person who has suffered a change in their

well-being. It is, however, wrong to conclude from this that there are not also impersonal

reasons grounded in facts about individual well-being. For example, we all have impersonal

reason to prefer an outcome where ten people survive an earthquake to an outcome where

only five survive. Such a reason can be impersonal, but is nevertheless grounded in facts

about levels of individual well-being. In most cases however, such impersonal reasons can

safely be overlooked, as there are also equivalent personal reasons available. In the earth-

quake example, the five additional persons who survive on the former scenario all provide

personal reasons to prefer this outcome. The two can, however, come apart.11 A clearer

formulation is therefore perhaps one Scanlon has used elsewhere, describing personal reasons

as reasons a person has “on his or her own behalf.”12

It is also important to note that the impersonalist restriction does not preclude entirely

the relevance of impersonal values to the question of reasonable rejection. Impersonal values

can play an important role in the lives of humans, and as such, enter the question of reason-

able rejection indirectly. Where impersonal values play an important role in a human life,

respect for that life may not be possible without respect for the relevant impersonal value.

In so far as we have reason to respect these lives therefore, we also have reason to respect

the impersonal values that make them meaningful. Impersonal reasons can therefore play

an important but indirect role in the process of reasonable rejection.

4.3 Why restrict contractualist reasoning?

Both the individualist and the impersonalist restrictions have been received with some sus-

picion. Both might appear simply as ad hoc constraints on contractualist reasoning designed

specifically to avoid certain intuitively unappealing consequentialist results. Parfit, for ex-

ample, rightly observes that Scanlon intends his contractualism to provide a clear alternative

to consequentialist forms of moral reasoning. A common source of dissatisfaction with con-

sequentialist reasoning is that it permits the kind of aggregation Scanlon has objected to in

cases such as that of Jones the television engineer. On Parfit’s view, therefore, the individ-

11One prominent example of a case where the two appear to come apart is in Derek Parfit’s non-identity
problems, which I discuss later in this chapter.

12Scanlon (2004), 128.
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ualist restriction is designed to provide a clear alternative to such aggregative reasoning by

eliminating it altogether.13

Otsuka sees a similar motivation for the individualist restriction. Noting the kind of

cases Scanlon has drawn attention to in discussing Jones, Otsuka suggests that:

“To block such counter-intuitive results that flow from the aggregation of the
claims of many, contractualists such as Thomas Scanlon have proposed that
the justifiability of a moral principle should depend only on the implications of
that principle on a single individual, and not on its implications for groups of
individuals.”14

It is worth noting immediately that Otsuka here attributes too strong a view to Scanlon.

Group-membership is one of the many things that can be important to an individual. It

can provide meaningful projects or serve as a source of personal identity and understanding.

Any action that threatens the existence or well-being of a group of persons—a religious

group, a linguistic community, an organisation, a club, etc.—can therefore have an impact

on the well-being of an individual. There is therefore nothing in Scanlon’s view that rules

out considering the impact an action would have on a group of persons. Scanlon’s only

claim is that there must be an affected individual available to give voice to a corresponding

complaint. An action’s impact on a group can be morally relevant, but only indirectly.

It should be noted that Scanlon also appears at times to identify its anti-consequentialist

credentials as the motivation for the individualist restriction.

“To make this move [giving up the individualist restriction] would, however,
involve giving up a central and appealing feature of contractualism, and once
aggregative arguments had been admitted in this way in some cases it is not
clear how implausible consequences of the sort that give rise to objections to
utilitarianism could be avoided.”15

A number of commentators have also suggested that Scanlon ought to abandon one or

both of the restrictions, arguing that they are too blunt a tool for delivering the kind of

results Scanlon wants. Parfit, for example, suggests that “Scanlon’s individualist restriction

is not, I believe, the right way to avoid unacceptable Utilitarian conclusions,” and that

“even without the Individualist Restriction, Scanlonian contractualism can provide [a clear

alternative to Utilitarianism.]” Scanlon ought instead, he suggests, to opt for a version

of a priority view, whereby persons have stronger moral claims the worse off they are.16

13Parfit (2011a), 195.
14Otsuka (2006), 109.
15Scanlon (1998), 231.
16Parfit (2011a), pp. 201-202.
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Matthew Liao similarly suggests contractualists should resist the temptation to shy away

from aggregation altogether. Their mistake, he suggests, lies in assuming that a complete

rejection of aggregation is what distinguishes their views from consequentialist alternatives.17

I will consider the various problems that have motivated these suggestions below. Here

I want to consider first what role the individualist and impersonalist restrictions play in

Scanlonian contractualism, and argue that neither can be given up with the ease Parfit

and others suggest if it is interpreted as a relational moral theory. This is because both

restrictions reflect an inevitable structural feature of such a theory.

4.3.1 A relationship restriction

Critics are wrong to view the individualist restriction merely as an instrument for imped-

ing consequentialist reasoning. While they are right to observe that these restrictions do

have a number of anti-consequentialist implications, these are not the reasons for their pres-

ence within a relational moral theory such as Scanlon’s contractualism. In fact, the labels

individualist and impersonalist restrictions are somewhat unhelpful. Both labels give the

impression of being essentially negative restrictions that assert the irrelevance of otherwise

intelligible reasons to the contractualist deliberation process. Both encourage the assump-

tion that all reasons are, at least in principle, admissible, and that the relevant restrictions

function by removing a certain class of reasons from our consideration. This characterisation,

however, fails to fully account for the function of either restriction.

I have interpreted Scanlonian contractualism as a relational moral theory whereby the

non-instrumental value of the good forms of the moral relationship give us reason to pre-

serve and promote the value of such relationships. As a consequence, contractualist moral

obligations exist only where the moral relationship exists. In the same way as the norms

of friendship bind only friends, so too the rules of morality bind only participants in the

moral relationship. I have also explained how the contractualist formula is connected to

the moral relationship. The contractualist formula ensures that we act only in ways that

allow us to maintain valuable forms of the moral relationship with those affected by our

actions. The contractualist formula, then, is not a free-standing and arbitrary moral device.

It prescribes at least one way of deliberating that ensures that we respect the potential

value of the moral relationship. The question of what reasons are relevant to contractualist

17Liao (2008), p.457 and p.461.
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deliberations therefore turns on the question of what reasons must be considered in order

to respect the value of the relevant moral relationships.

Some reasons will fail this test fairly obviously. The fact that my tealeaves arrange in a

certain pattern might be thought to provide reason in favour of a particular action. Such

reasons do not, however, have any implications for any of my moral relationships. I will not

undermine the value of any moral relationships if I put such reasons aside. Consequently,

they have no role to play in contractualist moral deliberations in the sense that ignoring such

reasons will not involve perpetrating the kind of second-order evils that might undermine

the value of one or more of my moral relationships.18

A more precise guide to the reasons that are relevant to contractualist deliberations

is available from the prior discussion of the constitution of the moral relationship. The

moral relationship was described as constituted by a vulnerability to what Philippa Foot

described as second-order evils. Consequently, the moral relationship will exist wherever

such capacities are or will be present, and will not exist where such capacities are not

present. The reasons that are relevant to respecting the value of a moral relationship, the

reasons that therefore must be included in contractualist moral deliberation, are the reasons

that issue from standpoints of those who possess, or will possess, such capacities.

This structure explains the presence of the individualist restriction. Groups of persons—

considered as single entities distinct from the individual persons of which the groups are

composed—do not have any of the features required by the constitution of a moral relation-

ship. Groups of persons, so understood, cannot offer and evaluate justifications, and cannot

suffer second-order evils. As a consequence, we cannot share a moral relationship with a

group of persons. I share the moral relationship with every member of the Sioux Nation,

but I cannot share the moral relationship with “the Sioux.”

The point is not here that it is not possible to articulate reasons that belong to “the

Sioux,” even when understood as a single entity. The point is that such reasons have no

standing within the contractualist framework. No moral relationship turns on taking such

reasons into account. Put another way, if we did take such reasons into account, there would

be no good answer to the question of why we ought to do as the resulting principles require.

The answer could no longer be that not to do so would undermine the value of a moral

18I am here ignoring cases in which facts about tealeaves are indirectly relevant through, for example,
the fact that some person with whom I share a moral relationship strongly believes tealeaves offer insights
into the future.
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relationship we have reason to preserve.

Much the same can be said to explain the presence of the impersonalist restriction. The

moral relationship is a relationship we share only with persons, and so only the reasons of

persons bear on the form of the various moral relationships we are aiming to preserve the

value of. We share no moral relationship with a great work of art or with valuable items in

nature. Again, therefore, failing to take account of the reasons we might attribute to such

objects does not undermine the value of any moral relationships, and so have no standing

in contractualist deliberations.

The point here is not that there is something unintelligible or defective about the reasons

of groups or reasons grounded in an impersonal value. The point is only that given the

structure of the relational moral theory I have outlined, such reasons have no standing

within the framework of contractualist deliberation.

Consider, by way of an analogy, an ancient city-state gathered to consider how they

should utilise an unexpected financial windfall. Assume that what they value is their re-

lationship to their fellow city-state citizens, and they believe that respecting the value of

this relationship requires a democratic discussion and vote that affords each citizen an equal

voice and equal say in the matter. Their participatory democracy is not an arbitrary means

of settling their disputes, it is believed to be at least one way of settling their disputes that

succeeds in recognising and respecting the value of each citizen, and the value of the rela-

tionship they all share with one another. It is perfectly possible that such citizens recognise

that there exist other reasons on the basis of which they could decide how to spend their

windfall. They might ask their oracles and act as their Gods command, they might ask their

slaves and servants, or they might do as advised by a foreign king. In so far as they are

motivated by the value of their citizen-relationship to one another, however, these reasons

will simply not be relevant to their deliberations. They have no place in its structure, and

have no normative force. They may be perfectly intelligible reasons, but they are not reasons

that the values that motivate them compel them to take into account.

Precisely the same is true of reasons not grounded in the well-being or standing of

persons within a relational moral theory. We may well be able to recognise such reasons, but

they have no standing in our deliberations and are therefore of no normative consequence.

This is perhaps why Scanlon describes the individualist restriction as “a central feature of
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contractualism that I would not want to give up.”19

In a genuinely relational moral theory, an understanding of the centrality of the moral

relationship makes it clear that the individualist and impersonalist restrictions go far deeper

than critics presume. Far from being arbitrary moral devices, they are a direct consequence

of the structure of relational moral theories. In an important respect, both restrictions

simply state the consequences of a substantive moral theory that identifies the potential

value of an interpersonal relationship as central to morality. Both restrictions also trace

the consequences of the very same feature—that only the reasons of individuals with whom

we share a moral relationship bear directly on the quality of our moral relationships. In

many respects, therefore, the impersonalist and individualist restrictions may be regarded

as two sides of the same coin, and are perhaps better described jointly as the relationship

restriction.

4.3.2 A relationship restriction and objections to contractualism

I have argued that the relationship restriction reflects one of the central structural features

of a contractualist relational moral theory. The relationship restriction reflects the fact that

the central value at the centre of such a theory is the value of the moral relationship, a

relationship we only share with individuals as outlined in my discussion of the constitution

of the moral relationship.

This discussion has already served to make it clear that these restrictions are not ad hoc

additions that can be abandoned as some critics have suggested. Understanding the nature

and structural function of the moral relationship can also clarify other important aspects of

Scanlonian contractualism. Scanlon’s contractualism, for example, has been variously criti-

cised for failing to adequately accommodate a range of moral intuitions, including intuitions

concerning our obligations to animals and future persons, as well as our intuitions in cases

involving aggregation. Understanding the nature and role of the moral relationship can help

bring clarity to each of these objections. The question, in each instance, is whether the

relevant reasons are reasons that bear on the quality or form of one or more of our moral

relationships. In what remains of this chapter I will outline two of these objections—those

concerning aggregation and future persons—and argue that each can be understood as an

instance of the question of how far the moral relationship extends. This will clarify both

19Scanlon (1998), 229.
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the objections themselves, and various attempts to respond to them.

4.4 Aggregation

I introduced the individualist restriction with Scanlon’s example of Jones the television

engineer. In this case the anti-aggregative feature of his contractualism seemed intuitively

desirable. One prominent objection to Scanlon’s contractualism argues that this is not

always so, and that this anti-aggregative element is, in fact, highly counter-intuitive in some

other cases. This objection is usually raised specifically against Scanlon’s contractualism.

As will become clear, however, it is also a potential problem for the kind of relational moral

theory I have articulated on the basis of Scanlon’s contractualism. I will, however, find it

convenient to follow the existing literature and present the objection as one levelled against

‘Scanlonian contractualism,’ intending by this label a relational moral theory of the kind I

have outlined in the preceding chapters.

4.4.1 Relational moral theories and aggregation

Consider the following case:

Rocks: A rescuer commands a lifeboat. She can see two rocks. On the first, a
single mariner (A) is trapped. On the second rock, two mariners (B and C) are
trapped. She can reach only one of the rocks before the tide rushes over both
and kills anyone still stranded.20

When our time, our medical resources, or our financial means are insufficient to help

everyone whom we could benefit, ought we not always to distribute our resources in such

a way as to help the greater number? Perhaps there are a few obvious exceptions. The

lifeboat might, for example, be a public resource funded by the taxpayer on the implicit

or explicit assumption that it will be deployed to help as many citizens as possible. There

might exist some special relationship, such as marriage, between the rescuer and one of the

stranded mariners. Or one of the mariners might have contracted the services of the lifeboat

some time ago, before it was known that other persons would be in need of rescue at the

same time. Perhaps there is some important disparity in the life-expectancy or quality of

life that awaits the survivors. Assuming that we control for all such factors, however, there

20Versions of this case have been widely discussed, including in Kumar (2011), Otsuka (2000), Ot-
suka (2006), and Taurek (1977).
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seems to be a strong intuitive case to be made for the claim that we ought, under such

circumstances, to save the greater number.

Consequentialist moral theories argue that we should always do what produces the best

overall consequences as viewed from an impartial point of view. There are many views

on how the ‘best consequences’ are to be characterised, but in Rocks they are all likely to

agree that, at least from an impartial point of view, two lives saved are better than one.

Consequentialism appears, therefore, to deliver the intuitively plausible result that we ought

to save the greater number.

One way of understanding how consequentialism delivers this result is as the claim that

it permits aggregation. For present purposes aggregation can be understood as the practice

of adding the welfare of distinct individuals when calculating the value an outcome, or when

considering the weight of a reason for performing some action. In Rocks, the consequen-

tialist can add the value of B’s life to the value of C’s life and conclude that steering the

lifeboat towards the second rock will result in an outcome of twice the value of steering

the boat towards the first rock, all other things being equal. They might also say that our

reason for doing the former is twice as strong as our reason for doing the latter. The fact

that consequentialism encourages aggregation in this way has led to the criticism that it

ignores the ethically significant separateness of persons, but in this case it appears to be to

consequentialism’s advantage.

Given the individualist restriction it is not clear how Scanlonian contractualism might

reach this conclusion. The individualist restriction dictates that in deciding which rock to

steer towards, we are to compare only the interests of each individual against those of each

other individual. We are not permitted to aggregate the interests of B and C and compare

this combined interest against that of A. Applied to Rocks, this appears to result in the

following problem. A will object to a principle permitting the rescue of B and C. A’s reason

for objecting will be that acting on this principle will result in her death. The question is

then whether any other affected individual has a stronger reason in its favour. B and C will

both try to offer such a reason, but their claims must, according to Scanlon, be considered

individually. Neither of them can appeal to the claim that to rescue A would be ‘wrong.’

To appeal to such a normatively loaded reason would render Scanlon’s account circular,

and so such claims must be rejected. This leaves only their personal interest in survival

which, by stipulation, is equal to that of A. Exactly the same will be true of a principle that
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permits saving the smaller number when B and C’s claims are compared to that of A on an

individual basis. In the absence of aggregation we therefore appear to have as good a reason

to steer the lifeboat towards the first rock as towards the second. While it may deliver some

pleasing results when applied to some cases, the individualist restriction appears to leave

Scanlon without the resources to deliver the intuitively plausible conclusion in cases such as

Rocks.

The difficulty this case presents to Scanlonian contractualism is usually described as a

consequence of the individualist restriction. It is worth noting, however, that it might equally

be understood as a consequence of the impersonalist restriction. As I noted, there may well

be impersonal reasons to prefer an outcome in which two people survive to an outcome in

which only one person survives. The fact that such impersonal reasons have no standing

within contractualist deliberations is equally problematic with respect to accommodating

cases such as Rocks. The question arises, therefore, whether a relational moral theory can

accommodate cases such as Rocks.

4.4.2 Denying the relevance of numbers

Some non-consequentialists have argued that there is no need to accommodate such cases.

They argue that numbers in themselves are not morally relevant, and when confronted with

cases such as Rocks therefore conclude that it can be permissible to save the smaller number.

G.E.M. Anscombe appears sympathetic to this line of thought, at least in her response

to Philippa Foot’s influential account of the doctrine of double effect. Anscombe considers

an analogous case in which we can devote scarce medical resources to save either one or

five patients.21 Anscombe’s argument rests on one of the implications of the individualist

restriction—that in order for an act to be wrong, it must be the case that there is someone

it wrongs. On the basis of this she notes that while all six patients could object if the

resources were wasted, surely none could claim that the scarce resources were owed to them

in particular. “Why, just because he was one of five who could have been saved, is he

wronged in not being saved if someone is supplied with it who needed it?” Anscombe

concludes from this that no-one is in fact wronged if the resource is given to the smaller

number, and reiterates her assumption that “if no one is wronged, how does the rescuer

commit any wrong?”

21Anscombe (1967), pp. 16-17.
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Anscombe does not claim that it is never permissible to save the greater number. Her

claim is only that committing a wrong must involve wronging someone, and barring any

special entitlements, it is not always going to wrong any of the members of the larger group

if the resources are put to use rescuing others, even if their numbers are fewer. Anscombe

does not provide an argument to show that numbers do not matter, but demonstrates the

possibility of simply accepting the apparent implication of the individualist restriction.

John Taurek has also resisted the claim that we ought always to save the greater number

in cases such as Rocks.22 Taurek also takes issue with the claim that it is worse that five

persons die than that one person dies. He is unwilling to accept this claim unless it is

qualified in a way that makes it clear for whom it is worse. Once this is done, he argues

it is clear that both outcomes would be good for some and bad for some. In cases such as

Rocks, he therefore does not think it impermissible to save the smaller number. In order

to decide what we ought to do, Taurek therefore argues that we ought to give everyone an

equal chance of being saved, such as by flipping a coin. In Rocks, for example, flipping a coin

to determine whether the rescuer heads for the first or second rock gives all three mariners

a fifty percent chance of being saved.

Taurek’s argument has been adapted by some more sympathetic to the relevance of

numbers. It has been argued that in cases where some number n of persons cannot all

be saved, each person should be given a 1/n chance of being saved by use of a weighted

lottery.23 In Rocks, for example, this view suggests each mariner should be given a 1/3

chance of being saved. If the weighted lottery is combined with the principle that anyone

who saves the winner of a weighted lottery must also save everyone else who can be saved at

the same time—such as C in the case where B is the winner of the lottery—this argument

can be used to give some weight to numbers. In Rocks, for example, B and C will each have

a 2/3 chance of being saved, whereas A will only have a 1/3 chance of being saved. As the

disparity in numbers grow, the larger group will have a correspondingly greater chance of

being saved. The weighted lottery view is nevertheless committed to the claim that where

the smaller number win the lottery, we are permitted to save them, regardless of how big

the opposing group may be.

I do not here propose to engage with these views directly. I do, however, want to note

the existence of disagreement in the intuitive responses to problem cases involving larger

22Taurek (1977), pp. 303-4.
23Liao (2008), pp. 450-1.
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and smaller numbers. These problem cases intersect with other substantive issues, and our

intuitive responses to such cases may be determined in part by our views on these other

substantive issues. This makes it important to clarify the nature of the challenge that is

being put to relational moral theories in such cases. It may not be a decisive objection

against such theories that they ultimately side with those who, like Anscombe and Taurek,

deny the relevance of numbers. I do, however, see considerable force in the intuition that

we ought, at least in some cases, to save the greater number. It would therefore, I think,

count against a relational contractualist moral theory that it has no conceptual resources to

accommodate this intuition. In what follows I will therefore aim to show that a relational

moral theory can accommodate such an intuition, though doing so will involve making a

number of further substantive moral judgments. This, I will argue, does not undermine the

force of the response, but reflects the complexity of the issue at hand.

4.4.3 Tie-breaking and balancing arguments

Before presenting my own preferred response to the problem case, I want to mention briefly a

prominent line of response offered by some contractualists, including Scanlon. In cases such

as Rocks, Scanlon believes it would be wrong to choose the course of action that would lead

to more people being killed or injured. He therefore resists Anscombe’s line of reasoning,

and rejects the permissibility of tossing a coin or conducting a weighted lottery. Scanlon

therefore requires an argument that supports this conclusion, but which does not appeal to

an aggregation of reasons of the kind the individualist restriction excludes. The argument

Scanlon employs is a tie-breaking argument that bears close similarity to a balancing argu-

ment presented by Frances Kamm.24 A version of the argument has also more recently and

forcefully been presented by Rahul Kumar on behalf of Scanlon.25

Scanlon’s presentation of this argument is fairly brief and is distinctively non-consequentialist

in its form. It focuses not on the outcome of the rescuer’s action, but on the procedure of

their deliberations. In considering a principle for dealing with cases such as Rocks, Scanlon

argues it would be reasonably rejectable if “it did not require agents to treat the claims of

each person who could be saved as having the same moral force.” The requirement is not

that each person must make a difference to the outcome of the deliberations. To see why,

consider a case in which there are two persons on the first rock and one hundred on the

24Kamm (2007), pp. 55-57.
25Kumar (2011).
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second. Rather, it requires the deliberator to give each involved person an equitable role

or voice within the deliberative process. In the terms I have used to describe the moral

relationship in previous chapters, Scanlon appears to emphasise that we must not overlook

any of the relevant parties in our deliberative process.

Scanlon does not offer much guidance on what it is to treat the claims of each involved

person as having equal moral force, but he indicates clearly that cases such as Rocks are

cases in which we might easily fail to respect this requirement. Consider Rocks, and assume

there is contractualist principle that requires us to aid persons stranded on rocks if we are in

a position to do so without imposing too great a risk on ourselves. Consider now a principle

that permits the rescuer to save the smaller number. What might members of the larger

group offer as reasonable grounds for rejecting such a principle? Scanlon suggests they might

each protest as follows:

“[E]ither member of the larger group might complain that this principle did not
take account of the value of saving his life, since it permits the agent to decide
what to do in the very same way that it would have permitted had he not been
present at all, and there was only one person in each group. The fate of the
single person is obviously being given positive weight, he might argue, since if
that person were not threatened, then the agent would have been required to
save the two. And the fact that there is one other person who can be saved if
and only if the first person is not saved is being given positive weight to balance
the value of saving the one. The presence of the additional person, however,
makes no difference to what the agent is required to do or how she is required
to go about deciding what to do.”26

If there is a positive duty to save someone trapped on a rock, and if we are required to treat

the claims of everyone stranded on rocks as having equal force, then in cases such as Rocks,

we must include three equally weighty claims in our deliberations. Scanlon’s argument

appears to be that if we consider a principle that permits us saving the single mariner (A),

she cannot complain that her claim has been ignored. Nor could B make such a complaint,

as her claim can only ‘balance’ that of A. C, however, might wonder whether her complaint

has been given the required equal standing, as the rescuer’s deliberations cannot have been

appreciably different from those in a case consisting only of A against B. Scanlon therefore

argues that a principle that permits saving the smaller number can reasonably be rejected

by someone in C’s position. Scanlon’s argument is then that the requirement to save B and

C is a consequence of C’s unbalanced reason. Or in Kumar’s terms, one of the relevant

reasons has not been “neutralised” and so stand “unopposed”. It is not therefore, they

26Scanlon (1998), 232.
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claim, reliant on an aggregate of reasons. 27

4.4.4 Objections to the tie-breaking argument

Kamm and Scanlon’s argument has been subject to a number of criticisms. Before discussing

my preferred contractualist solution to aggregation problems, I will briefly discuss the main

objections, as a number of these may also be relevant to my own proposal.

Reductio

Michael Otsuka has argued that balancing arguments of the kind Scanlon, Kamm, and

Kumar present are vulnerable to a simple reductio ad absurdum. He asks us to consider

a simple rescue case in which we can rescue either A or B, both of whom are identical in

all morally relevant respects, but not both. If, as in Rocks, the competing claims of A and

B balance or neutralise each other, it follows, argues Otsuka, that neither has a claim to

be rescued, and so that it is permissible to save neither.28 This is, of course, an absurd

conclusion, and so constitutes a decisive argument against the tie-breaking argument.

While this conclusion may be absurd, there is no reason to suppose it follows from

contractualist reasoning in such cases. As Scanlon makes clear, the relevant contractualist

principle is not to be thought of in complete isolation. The rescuer will continue to be

bound by a number of other relevant moral principles held constant in order to facilitate a

discussion of a principle that concerns the significance of numbers. The rescuer cannot, for

example, permissibly save A on the grounds of prejudice towards the race or gender of B.

Scanlon is clear, therefore, that for the purposes of his argument, he is assuming the

existence of a contractualist principle of aid that requires the rescue of persons trapped

in cases such as Rocks. The relevant further question is then how we may permissibly

act in cases where we cannot save everyone. Regardless of what further principles might

be considered as a means of deciding what to do in A versus B cases of the kind Otsuka

describes, therefore, this principle of aid will require that the rescuer rescue someone. Both

A and B could reasonably reject a principle that permitted saving neither. We cannot,

27See Kumar (2011), 142. Taurek’s lottery principle can reasonably be rejected for precisely the same
reason. Flipping a coin in order to decide which of the two rocks to head towards is a deliberation procedure
that will remain identical regardless of the claims that are present. The coin will be flipped in a case of A
versus B in exactly the same way as it will be flipped in a case of A versus B and C. C can therefore again
protest that their presence has made no difference to the deliberation procedure.

28Otsuka (2006), 119.
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therefore, permissibly rescue neither A nor B.29

The separateness of persons

Matthew Liao has offered a different objection to the Scanlon-Kamm-Kumar argument.30

Utilitarian aggregation is often charged with failing to respect the separateness of per-

sons. In their eagerness to tally costs and benefits, the classic utilitarian is said to lose sight

of where these benefits and costs are located. They are consequently said also to lose sight of

a fundamental feature of ethics, namely that each individual person is distinct and somehow

valuable in himself or herself. A similar charge, suggests Liao, might be made against the

contractualist who balances the reasons of different individuals against each other in the

way required by the tie-breaking argument.

On one view of the separateness of persons, he suggests, the value of each person is

understood as incommensurable. If this is the case, the value of one life cannot be substituted

or traded for another, as their values are not commensurable. If this view of the separateness

of persons is accepted, the value of A and the value of B cannot be balanced against each

other, or substituted for one another, in the way Kamm and Scanlon’s argument requires.

There will simply be no means of comparing the force of A’s claim, B’s claim, and C’s claim,

and consequently no means of comparing their relative impacts on deliberation.

David Wasserman and Alan Strudler present a variation on this objection.31 They

challenge Kamm and Scanlon to justify the assumption that the claims of each member

of the smaller group balance only one of the claims of members of the larger group. Or,

in the terms of Rocks, why does A’s claim balance only B’s claim and not also C’s claim?

This assumption, they argue, is not self-evident. In fact, it will not be true in cases where

such claims are considered incommensurable, or in cases where the lives of each complaining

party are given infinite weight. In the former cases, balancing will not be possible. In the

latter cases, each life can balance more than one other life.

A contractualist can, of course, reject this rather dubious understanding of what respect-

ing the separateness of persons requires. Concerns about incommensurability and infinite

29A related objection to the tie-breaking argument comes from cases involving multi-agent ties. Consider
a variation on Rocks in which single mariners are trapped on each of three rocks, with time only to save
one. How are the three complaints to be balanced against each other? See: Wasserman/Strudler (2003),
92ff Again, however, there is no reason to suppose such ties yield counterintuitive conclusions by licensing
intuitively objectionable courses of action, such as saving none of the mariners.

30Liao (2008), 452.
31Wasserman/Strudler (2003), 89.
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weight seem particularly implausible in the context of relational moral theories, which are

not concerned first and foremost with the value of lives, but with respecting the value of our

various moral relationships by recognising and taking account of the reasons and claims of

each affected individual. It seems quite plausible to assume that the claims of two distinct

individuals are, in a sense, commensurable, in the sense that one can be balanced or com-

pared against another. This is perfectly consistent with appreciating the separateness and

uniqueness of each individual person by recognising that each of their claims are distinct

and in principle of equal force or weight. It seems perfectly possible, for example, to balance

the claims of one’s friends against each other without it being the case that one has failed

to recognise them as separate persons.

Liao accepts this much, and accepts that recognising the separateness of persons does not

necessarily require either the claim that the value of their lives are infinite or incommensu-

rable. In that case, however, he argues that Kamm and Scanlon now find themselves making

an utterly arbitrary claim about how the claims of individuals can permissibly be treated.

Their argument, he suggests, permits us to compare, balance, and substitute the claims of

individuals, but it does not permit their aggregation. If we can respect the separateness of

persons by recognising them as the source of distinct and equal claims, and if these claims

can be substituted, balanced, and compared to each other, why can their separate and equal

claims not also be aggregated in cases such as Rocks?

This strikes me as a reasonable suggestion. It might well be possible to both respect the

separateness of persons, and permit the aggregation of these interests in some cases. If the

individualist restriction is viewed simply an ad hoc addition to Scanlon’s theory, this might

give him good reason to abandon it. As I have argued, however, on a relational view of

morality, the individualist restriction does not represent an ad hoc addition, but reflects a

deep structural feature of the view. The constraint is therefore far from arbitrary.

Illicit aggregation

In a more forceful argument Otsuka has argued that the Kamm-Scanlon argument ulti-

mately involves an aggregation of reasons of the very kind Scanlon’s individualist restriction

intends to rule out. Otsuka stresses that Scanlon presents his argument using the lan-

guage of weighing, tie-breaking, and adding. He therefore summarises Scanlon’s argument
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as follows:32

1. The claims of A, B, and C should be accorded equal positive weight.

2. We accord them equal positive weight if and only if we add C’s claim to B’s.

3. We should add C’s claim to B’s.

4. Adding C’s claim to B’s tips the balance in favour of saving B and C.

5. This tipping of the balance in favour of saving B and C justifies saving B and C.

6. Saving B and C is justified.

Scanlon himself appears to endorse a similar characterisation of his argument in a foot-

note:

“As Shelly Kagan has pointed out, from the fact that a certain consideration is
morally relevant it does not follow that its moral significance takes the form of a
reason that is “added to” the force of other reasons. But there are grounds for
thinking that in this case the significance of saving the additional life does take
this form.”33

Implicit in this form of the argument is a weighing metaphor Otsuka argues commits Scanlon

to precisely the kind of aggregation the individualist restriction rules out. The contractualist

is clear that neither the claim of B, nor the claim of C, is sufficient in itself to outweigh the

claim of A. If either of these claims is placed opposite A’s on a scale, the scale balances.

Premise (2) requires, however, that B and C’s claims are placed alongside one another on

one side of the scale, and (4) captures the fact that this will tip the scale in favour of B and

C’s rescue. As Otsuka puts it, “then they [Kamm and Scanlon] tip the scales to the right

by placing C on the right-hand scale along-side B.”34

Scanlon’s argument therefore appears to require us to consider both B and C’s claims in

combination, in direct contradiction of the individualist restriction. The argument claims to

appeal only to the reasons of C, but this, argues Otsuka, is an illusion. “C tips the balance

in favour of saving B and C only when C’s claim is combined with B’s claim.”

Kamm believes Otsuka misconstrues the argument in offering this objection. In response,

she presents the argument in a slightly different form.35 The first step of her revised ar-

gument draws on the notion of “Pareto optimality.” A “Pareto improvement” is possible

when one person can be made better off without any other person being made worse off.

32Otsuka (2000), 290.
33Scanlon (1998), 397 n35.
34Otsuka (2000), 291.
35Kamm (2007), 60-61.
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An outcome is “Pareto optimal” when no Pareto improvements are possible. In Rocks, if we

rescue only B, a Pareto improvement is possible. We could rescue also C without making

anyone worse off. Saving B and C is therefore preferable to saving only B. The second step

of her argument assumes that saving A is no better or worse than saving B. The two lives

are equivalent, and so there is no reason to favour one over the other. Kamm argues that

as a consequence of this equivalence, A and B can be substituted with one another without

this affecting the value of the relevant outcome. The third step of her argument is that from

the fact that it is preferable to save B and C over saving only B we get, by substitution,

that it is preferable to save B and C over saving only A. Kamm argues therefore that the

argument requires only the notion of Pareto optimality, which is not an aggregative notion.

An argument for saving B and C, she claims, can therefore be made without a concealed

appeal to aggregation.36

Kamm does acknowledge, however, that her argument requires an “impartial perspec-

tive.” The impartial perspective is necessary as it is from this perspective we are able to

judge Pareto improvements preferable and Pareto optimality good. It is the appropriateness

of this impartial perspective, she notes, as well as the possibility of substitution, that carries

most of her argument’s weight.

I will not engage with the detail of Kamm’s revised argument here, as I believe it is of

limited value to the interpretation of Scanlonian contractualism I am exploring. Scanlon’s

version of the individualist restriction is not only a negative prohibition against aggregative

reasoning. It is also a positive requirement that all reasons be the reasons of individuals. As

noted above, impersonal reasons are no more admissible than reasons that issue from the

perspective of groups. While Pareto optimality may not be an aggregative notion, it does

appear to be an impersonal value. The reasons that issue from the fact that saving B and

C is Pareto optimal are therefore impersonal reasons, and are therefore also to be excluded

from contractualist deliberations.

I am therefore inclined to agree with Otsuka’s criticism of Scanlon’s argument when it

is presented in the language Scanlon uses. The very notion of a “tie-breaker,” for example,

appears to suggest an aggregation of considerations on at least one side of the argument.

36Iwao Hirose makes essentially the same argument by use of the notion of Pareto optimality in Hi-
rose (2004), pp. 68-69
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4.4.5 Making progress on the problem case

I believe that the kind of argument advanced by Scanlon, Kamm, and Kumar struggles

because it concedes too much. Specifically, each agrees to discuss problem cases such as

Rocks using terms such balancing, weighing, and defeating. These terms suggest a picture

of contractualist deliberation in which each party brings only reasons and claims grounded

in concerns for their own well-being to the negotiating table and compares these reasons to

those of others. Once this picture is admitted, I believe a case like Rocks will inevitably

be problematic. Once this picture is conceded, tipping the scale in favour of rescuing the

greater number will inevitably appeal to some form of aggregation or an impersonal value.

In what follows I will argue that it is a mistake to speak in terms of balancing, weighing,

and defeating, or at least that it is not necessary to do so when Scanlonian contractualism

is read as a relational moral theory. I will also argue that when it is read this way, what

I have called the relationship restriction is in fact much less restrictive than has previously

been thought. This will provide a new way of framing problem cases such as Rocks, and

help point towards two possible lines of response.

I do not here intend to ‘solve’ the problem case. This is because I believe such cases

present difficult and substantive moral questions that defy easy solution and which go be-

yond the scope of the present discussion. As I noted above, some, including Anscombe, have

simply accepted that we are under no obligation to save the greater number. The criticism

that has been levelled against Scanlon’s contractualism is, however, that it lacks the con-

ceptual resources to make sense of these difficult questions and to support and explain some

central intuitions. This line of criticism I hope to show to be a mistake by making it clear

that a relational moral theory has the conceptual resources available to reflect the subtlety

and difficulty of these questions.

What is aggregation?

Thus far I have referred rather generally to the notion of “aggregation.” I now want to say

a little more about what exactly aggregation is, and mark a distinction between two types

of aggregation that will be important to what follows.

In its most general sense aggregation refers simply to the practice of combining otherwise

distinct features into a single value. Iwao Hirose, for example, defines aggregation in general

as the combination of separate morally relevant features into a single value so that it can
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be used as part of a comparative relation between different sets of these features.37 More

formally, Hirose defines aggregation in general by use of two sets, one containing i features

and one containing j features. The features can be anything of perceived moral relevance,

such as happiness or well-being. The relation between these two sets is made in terms of

a property F, which can stand for any number of relations, such as ‘greater’ or ‘better’.38

Aggregation in general allows the combination of the distinct features within each set into

a single value so that it can be compared to the combined value of a different set in terms

of the relevant F. Hirose presents this formally by introducing a real value function for each

set:

(a1, a2, . . . , ai) is at least as F as (a
�

1, a
�

2, . . . , a
�

j) if and only if f(a1, a2, . . . , ai) ≥
f(a

�

1, a
�

2, . . . , a
�

j), where f() is strictly increasing in its arguments and not bounded
above.

The real value function can take different forms.39 On classical utilitarianism, for example,

it is an increasing additive function.40 Other functions are also possible. Scheffler’s refined

consequentialism, as discussed in chapter 1, features an increasing additive function, but

one that affords additional weight to certain personal projects or interests. Other functions

might attach additional weight to the well-being of the worst off.

The kind of aggregation I have been considering so far concerns itself with aggregating

the claims of distinct individuals. In terms of Hirose’s definition, each of the subscripted

indices are read as signifying a different person, and the combined claims of a set of persons is

compared to that of another set of persons in terms of the relevant feature F. This is perhaps

most naturally done by a process of addition whereby the weight of one person’s reason is

added to the weight of others. A paradigm example is provided by the consequentialist

response to Rocks, which adds the weight of B’s interest in being rescued to the weight of

C’s interest in being rescued to produce a reason the combined weight of which is twice

the weight of A’s.41 When aggregation is interpreted in this way it can be described as

inter -personal aggregation to signify the fact that what is being aggregated are the interests

of distinct persons.

37Hirose (2004), 66.
38Hirose employs several simplifying assumptions. Neither set can be a singleton. The F relation is

reflexive, transitive, and complete.
39Hirose (2004), 67.
40Mill’s distinction between higher and lower pleasures is a departure from classical Benthamite utilitar-

ianism in this regard.
41The case of Rocks as discussed in the literature does not map neatly on to Hirose’s definition, as only

the non-singleton set strictly speaking involves aggregation.
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Interpersonal aggregation can, however, be distinguished from a different kind of aggre-

gation. The subscripted indices may also be interpreted as distinct morally relevant features

all belonging to a single individual. Consider, for example, a case in which your action will

both cause me pain and cost me a great deal of money. Both are, let us assume, distinct and

reasonable grounds for objecting to your action. In addition to presenting them as distinct

objections, however, I might also combine them into a single more powerful objection. I

have a stronger reason, in this example, than I would have if your action had only cost me

money, or only caused me pain. This because the two distinct reasons are aggregated to

yield a third reason that combines their respective weights. This form of aggregation can

be described as intra-personal aggregation to signify the fact that what is being aggregated

is distinct features all belonging to the same individual.

There is no conflict between these two kinds of aggregation, and both may form part

of moral deliberation. A fairly plausible deliberative methodology would involve first intra-

personally aggregating all the relevant effects an action will have on all relevant agents, then

inter-personally aggregating the combined interests of each person on the same side of the

principle.42

What does the relationship restriction restrict?

Earlier in this chapter I explored the purpose of the various restrictions placed on contrac-

tualist moral deliberations. I argued that the relationship restriction does not to arbitrarily

omit certain reasons from contractualist deliberations in an effort to secure certain non-

consequentialist results. Nor is it a restriction on reasons that have a certain aggregative

structure or history. It is not the fact that some reasons are identified as the combination of

various other reasons that makes them problematic to contractualist deliberations. Rather,

the relationship restriction captures a fact about the moral relevance of reasons that are

grounded in a certain kind of value. It emphasises that the only reasons of direct relevance

are those that belong to individuals, as these are the only reasons that bear directly on

the quality of one or more of our moral relationships. Having distinguished two different

forms of aggregation, inter-personal and intra-personal, it is important to consider how each

relates to the relationship restriction.

Interpersonal aggregation combines the interests of multiple individuals. Their combined

42Classical utilitarianism would view one of the steps in this two-stage process as redundant, but it would
be natural methodology for a sophisticated consequentialist position such as Scheffler’s.
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or aggregative value might, from a neutral or impersonal perspective, be thought to give us

reason to reject a candidate principle. As we do not share the moral relationship with groups

of persons, however, this kind of reason is not admissible to the contractualist deliberation

process. Reasons that are the result of interpersonal aggregation do not bear directly on

the quality of any moral relationships, and so are excluded by the relationship restriction.

The same, however, is not true of intra-personal aggregation. Consider again my example

of an action that will cost me both in pain and in money. The claim that combines the force of

these two complaints into a single stronger complaint remains my personal complaint. Intra-

personal aggregation produces reasons that remain the reasons of the single person whose

distinct interests have been combined. As such, the resulting claim is one everyone with

whom they share a moral relationship should take seriously. The relationship restriction,

therefore, does not restrict intra-personal aggregation. When presenting their reasons for

or against a candidate principle, a contractualist can combine the force of all the different

effects that principle’s acceptance would have on them, and present the resulting reason as

their own reason for or against the proposed principle. It is therefore important to consider

what kinds of effects a contractualist agent can legitimately intra-personally aggregate.

The complaint model

Discussions up to this point have all featured a version of what has been called the “complaint

model.”43 According to the complaint model, contractualist deliberation in cases such as

Rocks consist of individual complaints based on the effects a proposed principle will have on

each relevant individual. One common reading of this view features individuals who base

their own personal complaints entirely on the effect a candidate principle will have on their

personal well-being. This way of looking at the situation is very much encouraged by the

use of the balancing, weighing, and defeating metaphors utilised in the discussion. What is

being weighed, balanced, and defeated is, in Rocks, presumably, their individual interests in

surviving.

A number of contractualist theories are clearly instances of the complaint model. Con-

sider, for example, the contractualism of John Rawls. Rawls is particularly concerned with

justice, and identifies as the primary subject of justice what he calls the “basic structure of

society.” By the basic structure Rawls intends to capture all the major social institutions

43Scanlon (1998), 229.
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that “distribute fundamental rights and duties and determine the division of advantages from

social cooperation.” Rawls argues that the basic structure ought to be governed by a set of

principles of justice. It is these principles that his hypothetical contractualist deliberators

are tasked with articulating.44

Rawls makes a number of assumptions about the agents who will be articulating these

basic principles. First, Rawls assumes they are all rational and all self-interested. Each

agent will base their response to a proposed principle only on its total impact on their own

personal well-being.45 Each agent performs some intra-personal aggregation when consid-

ering a proposed principle, and works out the total impact the principle will have on their

well-being. Second, all deliberations take place behind a hypothetical “veil of ignorance,”

which deprives deliberators of information relating to their personal identity and standing in

society. Rawls’ agents remain capable of working out how a proposed principle will impact

all the different kinds of agents it will impact, but they do not know which of these kinds of

agent they themselves will be. As each agent is assumed to be rational and self-interested,

this feature has the effect of making some impartiality in the self-interest of all. After all,

a self-interested agent ought not to favour a principle that risks causing great harm to a

person that may well turn out to be them once the veil of ignorance is lifted. Rawls believes

that this combination of assumptions makes rational the choice of a version of a maxi-min

principle that affords considerable priority to the claims of the least well off. Inequalities in,

for example, wealth are for example only to be tolerated if they are of benefit to the least

well off.

Scanlon notes that his view departs a little from the standard reading of the complaint

model.46 In addition to basing their complaints on the implications a principle will have

for their well-being, Scanlon’s deliberators are permitted also to base their complaints on

a range of other considerations and not just whether it leaves them better or worse off.

Complaints can also be based on whether a principle treats an individual “fairly,” and

can also take into account various rights and entitlements given by a framework of other

principles. Nevertheless, Scanlon appears to accept a version of the complaint model once

these modifications are incorporated.

Nothing I have said about a relational moral theory, however, requires acceptance of

44Rawls (1999), pp. 3-15.
45Rawls (1999), pp. 15-19.
46Scanlon (1998), 229.
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the complaint model. In fact, I will argue, a relational moral theory is best interpreted as

implying a quite different structure for contractualist deliberations. Further, I will argue

that if a relational moral theory abandons the complaint model, difficult aggregation cases

can be reframed in a way that points towards a possible solution.

Notice, first, that there is nothing like a veil of ignorance present within a relational moral

theory. In Rawls’ theory the veil of ignorance was necessary to make sure that some degree

of altruism was in the self-interest of all the relevant and entirely self-interested agents.

Within a relational moral theory, and on Scanlon’s view, we are asked to deliberate with

full knowledge of who we are and our position in society. This is because a relational moral

theory does not assume, with Rawls, that we will all be self-interested deliberators. Quite

the contrary: on a relational view we are motivated by the value of an interpersonal rela-

tionship. As I stressed during a previous chapter, an appropriately motivated contractualist

is motivated to act and deliberate in ways that ensures their various moral relationships are

of the positive and valuable kind. Furthermore, it is the relationship itself that is valued,

not the benefits it bestows on the parties to the relationship. There is therefore an essen-

tially interpersonal and non self-interested dimension to such a theory. We cannot ensure

our moral relationships take their positive and valuable forms without taking the interests

of those with whom we share such relationships into account. This is no more possible than

valuing and preserving a friendship without attending to the interests of your friend. A

relational moral theory of the kind I have been describing should therefore not be thought

of as advancing a version of the complaint model.

This distinction can be made clearer by considering an analogous distinction within rival

accounts of how we ought to vote within a democratic system.

On one account, each voter ought to vote entirely on the basis of their own self-interest.

As there are a large number of voters, and as every voter will be voting in their own self-

interest, narrow parochial interests will be balanced out or neutralised and lead to the best

overall outcome, though some protections for standing minorities might be necessary.

A rival view, associated with Rousseau, rejects the claim that we ought all to vote in line

with our self-interest. As good citizens, these rival views suggest, we ought instead to think

carefully about what would be best for everyone and vote accordingly. Our vote should

not reflect what is best for ourselves, but what we think is best for society as a whole. As

conscientious voters our aim should be to reflect the general will, and not our particular
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personal interest.

The complaint model resembles the former view in many respects. Each voter and each

competing agent articulates their own vote on the basis of their personal interests, then trust

that the relevant rules and institutions will use all votes cast to identify the just outcomes.

A relational moral theory, on the other hand, encourages a deliberative structure that is

not purely self-interested. Specifically, it encourages a deliberative structure that recognises

that taking the reasons of other agents into account forms a crucial part of protecting and

promoting valuable forms of the moral relationship. This understanding of contractualism

therefore shares much more with Rousseau’s understanding of being a good citizen and

appropriate democratic deliberation. The contractualist agent and voter are assumed to be

motivated also by the good of others, and cast their vote not on the basis of self-interest,

but on the basis of their best judgement about the general good or their collective moral

relationships.

A less restrictive relationship restriction

I have made two claims above. The first is that the relationship restriction only restricts

inter-personal aggregation and not intra-personal aggregation. The second is that a rela-

tional moral theory should not be interpreted as an instance of the complaint model. These

two claims combined make it clear that the relationship restriction is less restrictive than

it may first appear. It is a combination of the complaint model and a failure to distinguish

inter-personal and intra-personal aggregation that has impeded discussion of Rocks this far.

Consider again the voting analogy I presented above. If it is assumed that all voters will

vote according to their own self-interest, a voting system that precludes the interpersonal

aggregation of votes would be very problematic. Such a system would appear to grant every

voter an effective veto on the issue at hand, as the force of opposing votes could not be

combined to defeat them. This would lead to counterintuitive results akin to those being

explored in the case of Rocks.

The Rousseauian voting system is, however, a little different. In such a system the non

self-interested voters are doing their best to articulate an understanding of the general will

and to vote accordingly. In so far as they are successful, each vote will be the same, as

each vote will express concern for the same set of persons and interests. Each person’s vote

remains their vote, but through the intra-personal aggregation of all the interests they see
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themselves as having reason to care about, not just those belonging to themselves, their

vote will be no different to the other votes, and the need for inter-personal aggregation is

diminished or removed entirely. This is, of course, only a description of an implausibly

idealised situation in which each voter has perfect information about all relevant agents,

and about the effects of the principle they are voting on.

To illustrate this in more practical terms, consider a case where I take part in a psycho-

logical experiment. The aim of the experiment is to crudely determine how altruistic I am

towards my friends.

Altruism: I am given two options. I can either receive £10 or, alternatively, I
can receive £5 and two of my friends will each receive £5.

Suppose that the psychologist conducting the experiment has to make a decision as to

which option to realise. Two ways of looking at the case give her two distinct kinds of reason

to favour the second option. On the complaint model we are each assumed to be interested

only in the amount of money we will receive in each of the possible outcomes. Each of

my friends prefer the second outcome, while I have some reason to prefer the latter, but

a stronger reason to prefer the former. If the experimenter is permitted to interpersonally

aggregate our preferences, however, she will likely calculate that she should bring about

the second outcome. The combined weight of each of our claims to the second outcome

defeats my claim to the first. This reason is, however, not grounded in my interests, but in

something like the impersonal aggregate value of the second outcome.

Assume, however, that I am fairly altruistic towards my friends. I therefore prefer the

second option, as I am not concerned only with how much money I stand to gain from each

of the possible outcomes. The fact that I know my friends will each receive £5 more than

compensates for the small financial loss I sustain if I choose this option. The fact that my

friends will benefit from the second option is for me a reason to prefer that option. This

gives the experimenter a second reason to bring about the second outcome, namely that it

is what I would prefer. In this case, she is bringing about the second option by acting on

my personal reason, which was that I preferred the second outcome to the first.

Both reasons involve a form of aggregation, but only the first view involves interpersonal

aggregation. The second option involves only intra-personal aggregation. Once the com-

plaint model is left behind I am free to aggregate both my interests in my own well-being and

my interest in the well-being of others. This is the kind of aggregation a Rousseauian voter



CHAPTER 4. THE MORAL RELATIONSHIP AND CONTRACTUALISM 151

will have to do in articulating their understanding of the general will. While the relationship

restriction excludes the kind of reason involved in the first way of justifying the second out-

come because of its reliance on interpersonal aggregation, the relationship restriction has no

objection to the second way of justifying this decision, as it does not restrict intra-personal

aggregation.

If a complaint model is assumed, the relationship restriction appears to permit reasons

that are the aggregate of self-interested reasons, but preclude reasons that are aggregates of

reasons of multiple agents. This predictably leads to difficulties when cases such as Rocks

are presented. If such a model is not assumed, however, there is no obstacle to considering

aggregates of reasons that include reasons that refer to the well-being of other agents, as long

as the resulting reason is of the intra-personal kind described above. Like the Rousseauian

voter, a moral agent can, on a relational moral theory, combine the force of multiple reasons

that make reference to their own well-being, and multiple reasons that make reference both

to their own well-being and that of others. This points towards two strategies for reframing

cases such as Rocks.

4.4.6 Reassessing the problem case

At the beginning of this section I noted that I do not propose to solve the aggregation

problem. This is because I believe the problem involves a number of substantive moral

questions that are beyond the scope of this discussion. This is reflected in the fact that

intuitions appear to differ on what the appropriate response to such cases are. Some suggest

we ought always to save the greater number, while others suggest we are obligated only to

make sure resources do not go to waste. Others favour a lottery in which each agent is given

either an equal, or appropriately weighted, chance of the relevant benefit. The objection

that concerns me is therefore not that contractualism does not clearly and uncontroversially

favour always saving the greater number, but rather the claim that it lacks the conceptual

resources to accommodate this as one very plausible line of response to such cases. What I

hope to show is that a relational moral theory does have adequate conceptual resources to

appreciate this complexity. More precisely, I hope to show that it is possible to combine a

relational moral theory with the claim that we ought, in cases such as Rocks, to save the

greater number, though doing so may require accepting further substantive claims.

In what remains of this section I want to discuss two possible strategies for accommo-
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dating the intuition that we ought to save the greater number in cases such as Rocks that

are compatible with a relational moral theory.

The first follows a strategy I have employed on a number of previous occasions in this

thesis in that it starts by asking how problems of this kind are dealt with in the context of

more familiar relationships, such as friendship. To do so, consider the following case:

Holiday : I have three additional tickets to an exciting international holiday. The
tickets must be used some time in the next month. I have three equally good
friends, all of whom want to be part of the holiday. Unfortunately, their prior
commitments mean there are no dates in the next month when all four of us can
travel at the same time. I therefore have two options. I can take One (action A)
on holiday, leaving the other two behind, or I can take Two and Three (action
B), leaving One behind.

Suppose first I approach this problem as a competition between three self-interested agents.

That is, suppose I assume that each of us cares only about our own personal interest in

going on the holiday. If I look at the problem this way, then I will likely consider this as

a case analogous to the discussion of Rocks above. In order to make the right decision, I

would be inclined to aggregate my interest in going on the holiday with that of One, and

separately with that of Two and Three, and compare the weight of the resulting reasons.

This would likely favour bringing Two and Three and leaving One behind. If I were told

that I had to make my decision without retorting to interpersonal aggregation in this way,

I would find this decision more difficult to justify.

The example, however, is one in which we are all friends. Let us assume, therefore, that

our primary objective is to respect and preserve the value of our friendships. Approaching

the problem as friends in this way seems to me to require a different approach. The fact that

we are all connected by a shared friendship relationship appears to alter the way in which

I should think about this case, as well as the way in which One, Two, and Three should

evaluate my decision and deliberations. Rather than thinking of this as a competition

between self-interested agents it would then be natural, I think, to consider the problem in

the following terms.

We are all friends, but One, Two, and Three each know that I cannot bring them all.

They therefore all accept that I have no obligation to bring them in particular. They know

I would if I could. They know I am unhappy about the choice I must make. They all agree,

however, that I have to bring someone. As their friend, I am required to share my tickets

with some of them, and cannot permissibly let them go to waste, or be left to complete
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strangers. To do so would fail to honour our friendship. They also agree, let us say, that

we are all equally good friends. As such, I am not permitted to show favouritism towards

anyone in particular. I have to honour my friendship to all three. My problem is now a fairly

specific one, and one quite different from the one I would face as an arbitrator between three

self-interested agents. There are six equally valuable relationships, all of which have to be

respected and optimised. These considerations already rule out certain courses of action:

1. I may not permissibly do neither A nor B.

2. I may not do A because I favour One and therefore ignored Two and Three, nor may

I do B because I favour Two or Three and therefore ignored One.

Each of us, therefore, agrees that I am required to act, and required to act in a way that

honours all our friendships. But this does not settle what I ought to do, so suppose I ask

my friends for their opinions. What might they say?

I think it is very plausible that, in this case, One will say that I ought do B and leave

her behind. This, after all, is not a competition. We are not competing for a prize or

opportunity. We are all friends, and as friends, we are trying to determine how best to

honour our commitments to one another as friends in difficult cases such as this. One way

to understand how One might reach this decision is by recognising that as a friend, she places

the interests of her friends along-side those of her own in her deliberations. As I noted in

chapter 1, this is a practice many have thought to be constitutive of what it is to be a friend.

The fact that one of her friends will get to go on an exciting holiday is, for One, a reason

in favour of such an action. Through a process of intra-personal aggregation, One might

determine that her preferred option is in fact the one in which she is left behind. I think it

is even plausible to think that One is not really optimising the value of her friendships with

the rest of us if she insists I take her over Two and Three, or if she insists on being given an

equal chance in a lottery. There is something about such insistence that might be thought

indicative of being a bad friend. In terms I have used previously, such an insistence might

be thought to alter the forms of her friendships for the worse, giving her reason to refrain

from such insistence.

This is not to say that One will necessarily act or deliberate in this way. One might be a

selfish friend. It is only to say that if she is suitably motivated by the value of our friendship,

she will recognise it as reasonable of me to do B, given the limited options available to me. In

so far as she is suitably motivated by the value and considerations of our shared friendships,
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therefore, she herself sees reason in favour of a principle that permits me to do B.

In our ordinary practice of deliberating with an eye to respecting the various relationships

we value, we rarely think as entirely self-interested agents. Instead, we often aggregate our

own interests with those of others. Valuing a relationship like friendship will, in many

instances, simply require recognising the reasons of others and placing them alongside our

own reasons of self-interest.

This, I have argued, is how a relational moral theory asks us to view morality. When we

ask the question of what we owe to each other in cases such as Rocks, we are to consider our

relationship to each of the stranded Mariners and ask ourselves what actions are compatible

with respecting the value of these relationships. The problem is that of optimising the

six relationships in question, and just as in Holiday, this will likely be a different problem

from that of adjudicating a conflict between three entirely self-interested agents. It is very

plausible that the moral relationship, like the friendship relationship, requires us to take the

interests of those we share it with into account alongside our own in our deliberations. It

is open to a relational moral theory to insist, therefore, that like One in the Holiday case,

Mariner A in the Rocks case should also not insist on being saved, or being given a chance

of being saved, as doing so fails to preserve the value of their relevant moral relationships.

There is a clear limitation to this strategy—one that is clear even in the case of friendship.

In a case like Holiday One might well ask how much the friendship relationship demands of

her. If our intuitions tell us that a good friend would tell me to take Two and Three and

enjoy our holiday, what about a case in which I can either give One a large benefit, or a

much larger number of friends some smaller benefit? The problem is clear also in the case

of the moral relationship. Scanlon was right to note that in the case of Jones the television

engineer there is strong intuitive evidence for the claim that he is not required to suffer

the pain so as to continue the pleasure of the very large number of persons watching the

football match. But if respecting the value of our moral relationships in cases such as Rocks

requires some self-sacrifice, why does it not require the same of Jones? A great deal of the

explanatory burden is, on this line of response, simply transferred to the question of what

the moral relationship demands of us. In order to deliver clear guidance on these cases it is

therefore necessary to say more about what precisely relationships like friendship and the

moral relationship demand of us in the way of altruism and self-sacrifice.

An answer to these questions is beyond the scope of this discussion. In the case of
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friendship, however, I believe we do have a sense of at least some of the requirements of

friendship. I am therefore hopeful that, at least in principle, a similar account could be given

of the moral relationship, though this of course requires a number of further substantive

moral judgements. One feature of such an account that is worth noting is the centrality of a

certain class of reasons that Joseph Raz has termed “exclusionary reasons.”47 Exclusionary

reasons are second-order reasons not to act on a certain class or kind of first-order reasons.

While first-order reasons compete against each other on the basis of strength, second-order

reasons always prevail over first-order reasons.

Exclusionary reasons play an important role in many relationships and can help make

sense of much of the practical deliberation that takes place in the context of such relation-

ships. A marriage, for example, appears to include a number of exclusionary reasons. The

fact that one or both parties to a marriage might be financially better off if they ended their

marriage is not meant to be a reason that is simply weaker than the reason they have to

stay married, it is meant not to be the kind of reason a married person should consider when

deliberating about whether to continue a marriage or not. Or consider friendship. Friends

often lend each other money, and it is clearly expected that friends will respect their debts

to one another and repay them. I think it is very plausible to claim, however, that in the

context of friendship it is generally understood that very small debts, such as the cost of a

cup of coffee, are not tallied and counted as genuine debts. A similar exclusionary reason

might, plausibly, be at work in the case of Jones the television engineer. There might be

an implicit exclusionary reason forming part of the moral relationship that excludes certain

minor burdens from consideration when assessing what is owed to those with whom we share

the moral relationship.

As I noted initially, my aim in this section is only to show that a relational moral theory

has the conceptual resources to accommodate aggregative intuitions in cases such as Rocks.

If you believe that in such cases we ought, always, to save the greater number, there is no

deep conceptual obstacle within a relational moral theory to accommodating this response.

It does require the defence of some further claims about what the moral relationship in

fact requires, particularly when cases such as that of Jones are added to the discussion.

This, however, strikes me as right. Aggregation cases are difficult, and the brief review

of the existing literature that I have offered shows that there is no unanimity on what

47See Raz (1990), 37
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the correct response is. A relational moral theory captures this complexity by noting how

providing a satisfactory response to cases such as Jones and Rocks requires a number of

further substantive moral judgements.

There is also a second strategy for responding to problem cases such as Rocks that I

want to consider. At the beginning of his Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle remarks that “even

if the end is the same for a single man and for a state, that of the state seems at all events

something greater and more complete whether to attain or to preserve; though it is worth

while to attain the end merely for one man, it is finer and more godlike to attain it for a

nation or for city-states.”48 Aristotle’s claim here appears to be that while it is a fine thing

to make the good of an individual your end, it is a finer thing still to make the good of a

city your end. This might well, for a variety of reasons, be thought to be a plausible value

judgement.

The reasons of a city are, of course, precisely the kind reasons that are excluded from

contractualist deliberations of the kind I have described. If a city is understood simply as

a group of persons residing within a bounded geographic region, articulating the reasons

of a city will require the kind of interpersonal aggregation ruled out by the relationships

restriction. If a city is understood as a distinct entity over and above the persons of which

it is comprised, it is doubtful that this is a kind of entity with which we can share the moral

relationship. For anyone who accepts a version of Aristotle’s claim that there is something

distinctively good about preserving or promoting the good of a collective, however, a further

strategy presents itself.

To start again with the more familiar relationship of friendship. I believe it is quite

plausible to claim that good forms of this relationship are relationships in which both parties

are able to pursue other goods, including other valuable relationships and projects, and

in which both parties are able to exhibit appropriate attitudes towards other values. A

friendship in which one party is so needy and jealous as to make it impossible for the other

party to form other friendships, or pursue other solitary projects, or display the appropriate

attitudes towards impersonal values such as a great work of art, strikes me as defective

in some way. It may still be a valuable friendship, but not a friendship of the best form.

Better friendships are friendships that are also compatible with showing appropriate respect

towards such other independently valuable ends, in the sense that their demands are not so

48Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Book 1.ii
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excessive as to make this impossible. A truly good friend gives their friends the space and

time necessary to pursue other valuable ends and projects in addition to their friendship, or

to cultivate and educate their interest in art or music, or to admire the beauty of nature.

I think a similar claim is also defensible about most other relationships with which we are

familiar, such as marriage and the parent-child relationship.

The second strategy I am considering starts by making a similar claim about the good

forms of the moral relationship. A moral relationship, it would claim, is of a good form when

it permits the pursuit of other valuable ends and when it allows us to show the appropriate

attitudes towards other impersonal values. The demands of the best forms of the moral

relationship are not such as to preclude the pursuit of other values or the appropriate

attitudes, but rather, and like friendship, encourage such pursuits of further independent

values. Just as good friendships do not get in the way of other projects, such as a more

solitary artistic endeavour, so too a good moral relationship does not get in the way of the

pursuit of other values or in the way of showing the right kind of attitudes towards such

values.

If this view of the moral relationship is accepted, and if we agree with Aristotle that the

good of the collective is a fine and independently valuable thing, then the moral relationship

might be understood as taking a better form when it permits both parties to pursue goods

such as this. The independent value that the Aristotelian ascribes to the good of a collective,

such as a city, could be one of the independent values accommodated by a good moral

relationship. Just as a jealous and possessive spouse may undermine the value of their

marriage by demanding so much of their spouse that they cannot demonstrate appropriate

attitudes towards other values, so too a person that demands so much of another that their

pursuit of independently valuable ends becomes impossible reduces the quality of this moral

relationship. In the case of Rocks, for example, the Rescuer’s moral relationships with A

might, in fact, be thought to take a better form if A’s demands of the Rescuer are consistent

with the Rescuer being able to show appropriate attitudes towards the value she sees in a

collective.

This strategy resembles the Kamm-Scanlon-Kumar strategy in some respects, but in-

stead of invoking the language of a competing claims view to argue that the presence of an

additional mariner on the second rock justifies their rescuer, it does so by making a value

claim akin to Aristotle’s and arguing that the moral relationship is better when it permits
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appropriate responses to such values in finely balanced cases such as Rocks. Kamm’s identi-

fication of the impersonal value of Pareto optimal outcomes might, in particular, be thought

close to this second strategy.

Like the previous strategy, however, this strategy leaves many substantive questions

unanswered, and shifts the burden of argument on to other contentious claims. Accepting

this strategy, for example, involves making two further substantive claims. The first is that

the moral relationship is like friendship in that its best forms allow appropriate attitudes

towards other values, and the second is that the good of a collective, such as a city, represents

one such further value. I think the former is fairly plausible. The second claim is, however,

more contentious. Not only might Aristotle not be right to claim that making a city your

end is valuable in this distinctive way, but this claim invites further difficult questions of

what further values the moral relationship must accommodate.

There may also be a concern that this strategy simply begs the question. It assumes,

after all, that rescuing the greater number is, at least in some cases, more valuable—that

is, better. This is, however, to mistake the question that I have here been discussing. Many

of the criticisms I have considered start from the assumption that it is, in fact, better to

save the greater number, and proceed to argue that a contractualist such as Scanlon cannot

accommodate this fact. Like the first strategy, this second strategy aims to show that if you

are willing to defend certain further claims, there are no conceptual obstacles to a relational

moral theory accommodating the claim that we should always save the greater number. The

fact that some of these further claims are contentious and difficult reflects, I think, the fact

that it is far from clear under what conditions it is true that we should save the greater

number.

Understanding the role the moral relationship plays in a relational moral theory, and

understanding the constitution of the moral relationship, does a great deal to clarify the

contractualist approach to cases of aggregation. It emphasises that the source of the problem

is not, as some have claimed, a series of ad hoc restrictions designed to distance such theories

from consequentialist rivals. Rather, it is a direct consequence of the essentially interpersonal

aspects of a theory that places a valuable relationship at its centre. Understanding the moral

relationship can, I think, bring similar clarity to a second problem often raised against

contractualist theories—our obligations to future persons and future generations.
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4.5 Future persons

A second proposed problem for Scanlonian contractualism concerns its capacity to accom-

modate our intuitions about obligations to future persons and generations. Before asking

whether a contractualist moral theory can account for our obligations to future persons it

is worth considering the prior question of why we should think there are such obligations at

all. I think it is difficult to deny the weak claim that the way in which our actions affect

future people is of some moral relevance. As Parfit notes, if I carelessly leave some broken

glass in a woodland area and that glass hurts some child playing in the woods several years

from now, the fact that the child may not have been born at the time of my carelessness

does not seem relevant to the claim that I have wronged that child.49 Similarly, it seems

difficult to resist the claim that when disposing of toxic waste, at least some consideration is

owed to the interests of those not yet born on the grounds that they will be born at a time

when the waste is still potentially harmful. All that is needed to support these intuitions is

the claim that distance in time is itself insufficient to obviate all moral responsibility. On

any account of the content of morality it is difficult to see how distance in time could play

such a role.

A stronger and more interesting claim is that the moral relevance of future people is equal

to that of present people. On this view, when deliberating, we should take the interests of

future people just as seriously as we take the interests of our contemporaries. Distance in

time has no bearing on a person’s moral standing. If I were, for example, to place a time-

bomb in a crowded area, the length of the fuse would not in and of itself affect judgements

about whether my action is wrong (assuming the number of expected casualties remains

constant over time).

Acceptance of the weaker claim does not compel acceptance of the stronger claim. It

might be argued that although future people are of some moral relevance, the fact that they

are distant in time means that their interests are less significant, morally speaking. Such

a view could be made more precise by the introduction of a discount rate, which would

‘discount’ their moral significance as they grow increasingly distant in time. Such a process

might be compared to the way in which an economist would discount the value of an income

as it grows increasingly distant in time.50

49Parfit (1984), 356.
50Parfit considers the prospects of such a view. See Parfit (1984), 480ff
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There are, I think, good reasons to prefer the stronger view. First and foremost, and as

Parfit notes, any view that accepts a discount rate such as the one proposed by the weaker

view will inevitably imply that a catastrophe far enough in the future is essentially morally

trivial.51 In my time bomb case, the wrongness of this act would diminish simply with the

length of the fuse and eventually become fairly trivial when compared to a crime committed

in the present—say a similar bomb but with a few injuries rather than numerous casualties.

Second, the stronger claim does not imply that we must consider all future people exactly

as we consider all present people. It claims only that the fact that they are distant in time

does not itself discount their moral relevance. This is perfectly consistent with observing

that temporal remoteness co-varies with other morally relevant factors. Temporal remote-

ness might for example affect the certainty with which we can say some event will come

about as a consequence of our action, or it might raise the expected well-being of those the

action will affect.52 In so far as we accept these as morally relevant facts, the stronger claim

leaves us free to take these into account when considering our obligations to future people.

Third, the importance of our moral obligations to future persons can also be made

more perspicuous by looking to the past.53 Suppose, for example, that we are inclined to

accept that some of our contemporaries are owed reparations on the grounds that historical

injustices have disadvantaged them through no fault of their own. Candidates might for

example include the descendants of African slaves, First Nation Canadians, or the victims

of unjust wars. If we accept their entitlement to reparations however, we must be able

to provide an account of why it is that the descendants of those who suffered the relevant

injustice are the ones entitled to reparations. Assuming contemporary society has committed

no further injustices against them, how is it that these descendants could have been wronged,

given that they had not even been conceived at the time of the original injustice? The

response to this challenge is to frame this as a case in which a past generation has wronged

some generation that was to them a future generation (as well of course as some of their

own contemporaries). This generation, which was once a future generation, is now a present

generation, and accordingly entitled to reparations for the wrongness committed against

them. In order to draw on the resources of this intuitively plausible response, however, our

moral theory must be able to explain how it is that we can wrong persons of the future.

51Parfit (1984), 357.
52Parfit (1984), 486.
53I am grateful to Rahul Kumar for drawing my attention to this point.
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Fortunately I believe the stronger view that our moral obligations to future persons are

of equal strength to our moral obligations to present persons follows naturally from the

account I have offered of the constitution of the moral relationship in preceding chapters.

Some relationships are constituted, in whole or in part, by features that require both parties

to the relationship to be alive at some of the same times. Relationships such as friendship,

for example, are partly constituted by certain reciprocated emotions and mutual feelings of

good-will. It is difficult to see how such a relationship could exist if there was not some time

period during which both friends were alive. Nothing I have said about the constitution

of the moral relationship, however, suggests it shares this feature with friendship. The

moral relationship, as I have interpreted it, is constituted by a capacity for suffering and

perpetrating second-order goods and evils. It is a relationship we share with anyone whose

capacity for leading an active self-governing life can be overlooked in our deliberations. As I

noted in a previous chapter, I see no conceptual obstacle to affording such consideration both

to persons of the past and to persons of the future. Accordingly, the moral relationship does

not require both parties to the moral relationship to be alive at the same time. Furthermore,

as this implies that the moral relationship shared by a present person and a future person is

no different to that shared by two present persons, this appears to imply the stronger view

of the relevance of future persons.

It is worth noting that some contractualist theories not interpreted along the relational

model I have been proposing might not be able to accommodate our moral obligations to

future persons in this way. A number of contractualist theories are premised on some form

of mutually beneficial contract or arrangement for mutual advantage. This is true even of

Rawls, where the contracting parties are assumed to pursue their own self-interest, though

the veil of ignorance does ensure that a large degree of impartiality is in the self-interest of

each. Given the direction of time however, it is difficult to give content to the thought that

a mutually advantageous contract or agreement can be struck with people of the future.

As Brian Barry has pointed out; there is literally nothing future generations can do for

us.54 This seems to preclude the possibility of the basic contractualist agreement extending

to include future people. In Rawls’ Humean terms, our relations with future generations

appear not to satisfy the “circumstances of justice.”55

Rawls is aware of this problem, noting that unless “a further motivational assumption is

54Barry (1989), 189.
55See Barry (1989), p.190 and Rawls (1999), p.111
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added,” we cannot account for our obligations to future people.56 The additional motivation

Rawls adds are ties of sentiment or good-will stretching forward at least two generations.

It is assumed that we care for at least two generations of our descendants, and given the

conditions imposed by the veil of ignorance, this is enough to ensure that we care for the

well-being of the entirety of future generations. As Barry notes however, this is not to rest

our obligations to future generations on particularly firm ground. All our obligations are on

this view premised entirely on a contingent concern for the well-being of future generations.

If these sentiments were to disappear, we could do no wrong to the people of the future.57

The relational form of contractualism I have outlined this far is not premised on any such

arrangement for mutual advantage. Moral agents are assumed to be motivated to preserve

and promote valuable forms a relationship they can share both with contemporaries in time,

and with persons of the past and future. For this reason, our moral obligations to future

persons and future generation does not present a major challenge to the kind of relational

theory I have outlined.

4.5.1 Generic reasons and standpoints

I have argued that the moral relationship can easily accommodate our obligations to future

persons, as there is no obstacle to two temporally distant persons sharing a moral relation-

ship. This possibility does, however, bring into focus a practical problem I have not yet

discussed in any detail. I have almost no knowledge of what future persons there are. I

know very little about their identities, and I know very little about their number. How then

am I supposed to deliberate in a way that promotes and respects the value of the moral re-

lationship I share with such persons? How, that is, am I to avoid perpetrating second-order

evils against persons about whom I know so little?

This, of course, is not a problem that arises only in the context of future persons.

Temporal separation is only one of the obstacles that can impede my knowledge of the

persons my actions affect. Spatial separation is likely to have much the same effect. Many

of my actions affect persons and communities in other parts of the world about which I have

no knowledge, and a similar set of practical worries might arise also in such cases. Scanlon

is well aware of the potential for such practical concerns. Central to Scanlon’s contractualist

theory is the idea of justifiability to others, but when specifying the nature of these ‘others’

56Rawls (1999), 111.
57Barry (1989), 192.
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Scanlon notes:

“When we think of those to whom justification is owed, we naturally think first
of the specific individuals who are affected by specific actions. But when deciding
whether a given principle is one that could reasonably be rejected we must take
a broader and more abstract perspective.”58

The perspective is broader, Scanlon explains, because we must take into account not only

the consequences of the particular action in question, but also the consequences of licensing

the performance or non-performance of such an action in general. More importantly for

present purposes, this broader outlook requires us also to take a more abstract perspective.

Why a more abstract perspective? The problem Scanlon identifies, especially when

we try to determine the implications of accepting a principle for regulating behaviour in

general, is that actions and principles affect a great number of persons whose identity we

do not know, and may never know. This is complicated further by the fact that we cannot

always, in advance, know precisely who our actions will affect. In asking us to justify our

actions to those they affect, contractualism cannot therefore plausibly demand that we offer

personal justification to all affected individuals, as we might to a friend, a family member,

or any other person of known identity. In order to justify our actions and principles to all

those they affect we must somehow also take account of the vast number of affected persons

whose identities we do not know. For this reason, Scanlon writes:

“. . . [O]ur assessment cannot be based on the particular aims, preferences, and
other characteristics of specific individuals. We must rely instead on commonly
available information about what people have reason to want. I will refer to this
as information about generic reasons.”59

The notion of a ‘generic’ reason appears therefore to play a major role in Scanlon’s moral

theory by allowing his contractualist machinery to get a grip on proceedings even when the

identities of those our actions will affect are unknown. Generic reasons are specified further

as:

“. . . [R]easons that we can see that people have in virtue of their situation, char-
acterised in general terms, and such things as their aims and capabilities and
the condition in which they are placed.”60

Scanlon often refer to such situations as “standpoints,” suggesting generic reasons are to be

located in, and derived from, the characteristics of such standpoints.

58Scanlon (1998), 202, emphasis added
59Scanlon (1998), 203, emphasis added
60Scanlon (1998), 204.
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Derek Parfit and Scanlon have disagreed over the best way of characterising the source

of these reasons.

“Parfit and I may take different views about the correct characterisation of the
“individuals” whose reasons are to be considered. Although he does not say
so explicitly, some of what he does say suggests that he has in mind actual
persons affected by the action, or by the acceptance of the principle. In my case
what we consider are not the reasons of actual persons but the “generic” reason
that someone would have in virtue of occupying a certain role in regard to the
principle in question.”61

Debate on this issue does, however, lack some clarity, and some initial distinctions are

important. As is evident from the above quotation, Scanlon and Parfit are not talking

about precisely the same thing. There are, on the one hand, the reasons that are to feature

in the relevant contractualist deliberation. These are what Scanlon describes as “generic.”

On the other hand, there is the source of these reasons, what Scanlon thinks Parfit thinks

of as “actual persons.” Of ultimate interest are perhaps the relevant reasons. These are

the inputs into contractualist deliberation, and so what ultimately determine whether a

candidate principle can reasonably be rejected or not.

As I stressed earlier in this chapter, however, not all intelligible reasons are admissible

to the contractualist deliberation process. What I have referred to as the “relationship

restriction” specifies that only the reasons that bear on the quality of one or more moral

relationships are relevant to the question of whether a principle can reasonably be rejected.

For this reason, the reasons of groups were seen to have no standing, as we do not share the

moral relationship with groups of persons. Parfit is right, therefore, to stress the importance

of clarity on the nature of the source of what Scanlon calls “generic reasons.” Even if such

reasons are intelligible, we might find that they are of the wrong kind to make them relevant

to the process of contractualist deliberation. Some clarity might be found by considering

the purpose such reasons are intended to serve.

The problem Scanlon is contemplating when he invokes the idea of a standpoint and its

generic reasons is something like the following. We might know that our actions will affect

someone, but we may not know who that person is. My action might, for example, harm

the next person to walk through the door, but the identity of that person may be a matter

of chance. This presents a prima facie problem with respect to me preserving the value of

my moral relationship with that person—whomever they turn out to be—by giving them

61Scanlon (2011), p.131 n.86.
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the appropriate standing in my deliberations.

The solution is simply to think about what reasons any person of the kind likely to walk

through the door will have for or against a principle that permits the kind of action I am

contemplating. If my action will mean that the next person to walk through the door will

be electrocuted, for example, I can safely assume, in virtue of some general features of the

human body, that anyone could object to a principle that permits my act. I can respect

the value of the relevant moral relationship, therefore, by taking such general considerations

into account in my deliberations.

In this sense, I do not think this notion of a generic reason need be thought of as

particularly mysterious. Consider, for example, a principle that purports to formalise the

moral obligations a teacher has to their student. I take Scanlon to be arguing that in order

to consider whether such a principle (whatever its content) can reasonably be rejected, we

need only identify what perspectives, or standpoints, might have reasons for or against such

a principle. We need not, that is, know the identity of any of the affected parties. This

is because we can, from a description of their standpoint alone, determine what reasonable

grounds they may offer for or against the relevant principle. We can for example identify the

interests of a teacher, a student, and perhaps also a parent of a student, and on the basis

of these interests, determine what grounds they may have for reasonably rejecting some

principle.

This approach is perfectly compatible with what I have said previously about the nature

of the moral relationship. While some relationships are constituted in ways that require

us to know the identity of everyone we share the relationship with, many relationships are

not. Many soldiers appear to believe that the fellow-soldier relationship is normatively

significant, but few know the identities of all soldiers in their army. In fact, it is likely that

the identities of at least some of the soldiers they take themselves to share a significant

relationship with are purposely withheld from them. Similarly, nothing in the constitution

of the moral relationship requires us to have knowledge of the identities of all the persons

with whom we share this relationship.

The form of abstraction Scanlon has in mind appears therefore intended only as a means

of overcoming the very specific problem of limited information about the identities of those

our actions affect. The problem Scanlon confronts in his discussion of generic reasons and

standpoints is an epistemic one. The notion of standpoint allows us to solve this epistemic
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problem by providing a notional standpoint where the relevant reasons can be located. Note,

however, that when standpoints are understood in this way, it remains the case that the

ultimate source of the relevant reasons are actual persons. It remains the case, that is, that

our ultimate aim is to promote and preserve the value of an actual relationship we share

with an actual person. All that standpoints and generic reasons have added is a capacity to

do so by including persons of unknown identity in our moral deliberations.

An example helps to make this clear. Imagine you are an examiner setting an ex-

amination timetable for a large number of students, each of whom have selected different

combinations of the optional subjects a, b, c, . . . n. After setting the timetable, it is brought

to your attention that any student combining subjects a, b, and c, will face a particularly

gruelling examination schedule that is likely to disadvantage them in comparison to their

fellow students.

Imagine first that you have no way of determining whether there is any actual student

satisfying the description of studying all of the subjects a, b, and c. Nevertheless, all

the relevant students have similar aims, limitations, and legitimate expectations of a level

playing field. On the basis of these general considerations therefore, it seems reasonable of

you to conclude that you ought to alter the examination schedule as the student studying

subjects a, b, and c could reasonably object if you did not.

While no particular student can here be identified to present the reasons against the

existing timetable, general information about the relevant class of students is used to ar-

ticulate some generic reasons, reasons that could belong to any specific student happening

to occupy the relevant standpoint. It must remain the case, however, that the reasons in

question are those of an actual student, even if their identity remains unknown.

For imagine a revised case in which it is possible to contact a central administrator

and determine whether there is, in fact, someone studying this particular combination of

subjects, and that you learn, for certain, that there is not. There is no actual person

occupying the standpoint of someone studying all the subjects a, b, and c.

In this second case there is no reason to change the examination timetable. There are, of

course, still the generic reasons of a student occupying the relevant standpoint. These reasons

remain intelligible, but they are no longer relevant to your deliberations. Your concern as

an examiner is with justifying your timetable to all the actual students. The notion of a

standpoint and its generic reasons was introduced only to aid you in overcoming an epistemic
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problem in the case where you lacked sufficient information. In the second case, where this

epistemic deficiency is remedied, there is no residual concern for the distinct metaphysical

entity of the relevant standpoint.

This is for good reason. If we were to take account of all standpoints and their accompa-

nying generic reasons, whether or not they are occupied by any actual persons, a dilemma

would present itself. Either the reasons of some of these standpoints are taken into account

for reasons other than that they impact the quality of one or more of our moral relationships,

or we would have to claim that we share a moral relationship with a standpoint understood

as something other than an actual person. That is, we would have to claim that we share

a moral relationship with something like a metaphysical entity known as a ‘standpoint.’

Given what I have said previously about the constitution of the moral relationship, I do

not believe this is a plausible option. This is good also for a distinct practical reason. The

administrators of this example are committed only to securing a level playing field for all

the actual students. Their schedules should not be hostage to the preferences of mere pos-

sible students, not least because this is likely to make scheduling impossible. A relational

moral theory, therefore, must insist that the notion of a standpoint and its generic reasons

should not be understood as anything more than a convenient means of overcoming certain

epistemic limitations. Most importantly, a standpoint cannot represent anything over and

above an actual person of unknown identity.

My argument can be put in another way. Imagine a suitably small world populated only

by a handful of people whose identities we can all know. In this world we do know the

identities of all the persons with whom we share a moral relationship, and in respecting

the value of our various moral relationships we can refer to the other half of each moral

relationship by name. My claim is that in such a world there would be no need for the

notions of standpoints or generic reasons. There is nothing they could add to our moral

deliberations, at least in so far as these are limited to considering actions that will only

affect the present. One important problem does, however, present itself at this stage.

4.5.2 Non-identity problems

So far I have argued that the notion of a standpoint can help us include persons of unknown

identity in our contractualist deliberations. I argued, however, that our aim is only that

of accommodating all the actual persons in our deliberations. Where we are certain that
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no-one will, as a matter of fact, occupy a standpoint we are capable of imagining, we can

safely ignore that standpoint and its generic reasons. We can, and should, do so because

the reasons of a merely imagined but unoccupied standpoint have no bearing on any of our

moral relationships.

As Derek Parfit has famously argued, however, there are cases where our actions deter-

mine whether or not certain standpoints will be occupied. What David Heyd has labelled

“genesis choices,”62 for example, affect the identities of future persons by considering when

we create new life. Our actions can also indirectly affect the time at which future people

are conceived by influencing the conditions necessary for conception to occur. Even simple

actions, when magnified and transmitted through a vast causal web of personal interactions,

can profoundly influence the directions lives take, including which people meet, where, and

when.

According to Parfit’s time dependence claim:

“If any particular person had not been conceived within a month of the time
when they were in fact conceived, they would in fact never have existed.”63

This claim is intended as a simple statement of biological fact. Given certain facts about

human conception and development, it is the case that the identity of a person depends at

least in part on facts about when that person was conceived. As such, a person’s identity

is contingent on the time of their conception.64 It follows from the time dependence claim

that in cases where our actions affect the time at which someone is conceived, it can be said

that our actions have affected the identity of a future person. That is, depending on how

we act on certain occasions, different people will come to exist at future times. Our actions

can therefore not only affect the well-being of future persons; they can affect also who those

future people are.

Accepting both the moral relevance of future people and the time dependence claim gives

rise to a special kind of problem Parfit has labelled the non-identity problem.65 The problem

arises when it is both true that an action of ours affects the quality of some future life, for

example its length, and the identity of the person who comes to live that life. Under such

circumstances, it can be true both that one course of action produces a higher quality future

62Heyd (1992), quoted in Buchanan et al. (2000), 246
63Parfit (1984), 352.
64I will not challenge this account of personal identity in this thesis, though this is not to say that such

a challenge cannot be made. The claim that persons conceived at different times genuinely are different

persons does however have a great deal of intuitive plausibility.
65See Parfit (1984), 351ff and Parfit (2011a), 217ff
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life, and also that the alternative course of action harms no-one. To illustrate this problem,

consider the following case where there are only two possible courses of action, both with

determinate outcomes known in advance:

Doing A X has a happy life of 40 years Y never exists
Doing B Y has a happy life of 70 years X never exists

Parfit has illustrated this kind of case by considering a young women, Jane, considering

whether to have a child at a very young age, or wait until she is older.66 We can assume,

he suggests, that the child she would have at a young age would face a life of lower quality

than any child she will have at a later age.

In this case, doing B clearly results in a future life of higher quality. If Jane does B

someone lives happily for 70 years, whereas if Jane does A, someone only lives happily for

40 years. As the example suggests however, Jane’s choice of action also affects the identity

of the person who comes to live the life. Note therefore that if Jane does A, Y never exists.

Although we can in this example choose what quality of life to bring about, we are forced

also to choose who gets to live a life at all. A consequence of the structure of this choice is

that if Jane chooses to do A, bringing about 40 years of happy life for X, it is not true that

what she does is in any sense worse for Y. This is because, if she were to do A, there is no

Y for whom this is worse.

Parfit suggests there is strong intuitive evidence in favour of the judgement that it would

here be wrong of Jane to do A. If so, a problem presents itself to a relational moral theory.

If doing A is indeed wrong, it must be because it undermines the quality of at least one

moral relationship. That is, there must be someone who could reasonably reject a principle

that permits her to do A. Who could reasonably reject a principle that permits doing A? X

would not reject such a principle, as on the alternative course of action X would never exist,

and not existing is clearly not worse than existing with a happy life. Further, if she were to

do A, there is no Y to object. This is just to say that if Jane does A she stands only in a

moral relationship to X, as there is no Y, and it is difficult to see how doing A could impair

her moral relationship with X when not doing so would have led X never to have existed.

66Parfit (2011a), 220.
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4.5.3 Generic reasons and the non-identity problem

I showed earlier how the notion of a generic reason can help clarify how our moral rela-

tionships can be respected even in cases where the identities of those our actions affect are

unknown, such as when they are in the future. It is perhaps natural, therefore, that some

have attempted to make a similar appeal in responding to the non-identity problem.

When considering whether a principle can reasonably be rejected Kumar reminds us

that we need only appeal to generic reasons for or against such a principle. These generic

reasons, he argues, need not be thought of as the reasons of actual persons, but can instead

be read as an appeal to “a specific normative ideal of a person.” He refers to such ideals

as “person types.”67 Types, in this context, are to be thought of as sets of normatively

significant characteristics, and an actual person is a token of this type if they instantiate all

of these characteristics. As I interpret this proposal, Kumar argues that when considering

the reasons for or against a principle, we can restrict ourselves to drawing upon the generic

reasons of ‘a teacher’ or ‘a student.’ We need not consider the reasons of specific individuals.

Kumar’s response to the non-identity problem draws on this account and argues that

the notion of wronging someone can be cashed out by reference to person-types rather

than tokens. To wrong someone, the contractualist can argue, is to violate the legitimate

expectations of another. Legitimate expectations can be attributed to a token, any token,

simply by virtue of the fact that they are tokens of a given person-type. Any student,

teacher, or parent has certain legitimate expectations simply by virtue of the fact that they

are persons who fit these descriptions.

Kumar argues therefore that in non-identity cases, asking who it is that is wronged and

expecting the identification of some specific individual of fixed psycho-physical identity is to

misunderstand the nature of legitimate contractualist expectations.68 If someone is wronged

in the above case, and we asked who was wronged, the natural answer to this question is

that it is a child who is wronged, whatever their psycho-physical identity turns out to be.

Children, all children, have certain legitimate expectations of those who can affect their well-

being before they are born and in early life, and in so far as doing A in case one represents

a failure to live up to those expectations, we can say that if Jane does A, a child is wronged.

Derek Parfit anticipates a very similar response. Parfit argues that it is tempting to do

67Kumar (2003b), 111.
68Kumar (2003b), 114.
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as Kumar does and claim that the person wronged is ‘Jane’s first child.’69 If we ask the

question—which course of action would Jane’s first child prefer?—the answer appears to be

B. In so far as doing A therefore represents a failure to honour the legitimate entitlements of

Jane’s first child, we can therefore say that doing A is wrong, as it involves wronging Jane’s

first child.

The apparent simplicity of this solution is misleading, argues Parfit. Reference to a

person-type, such as Jane’s first child, amounts on his view to reference to what he labels “a

general person.” This label is intended to suggest that although certain kinds of descriptions

can give the impression of denoting a particular person, it is a mistake simply to assume

that they in fact always do so. Parfit proceeds to argue that:

“General people are not individuals. A general person is a vast group of possible
individuals, or people, one of whom will be actual.”70

and that:

“This phrase is merely an abbreviation. Like the Average American, a general
person is not a person. A general person is a large group of possible people, one
of whom will be actual.”71

While I think there is much merit to Parfit’s concerns, they are in need of some clarification.

On one interpretation, his concern rests on what is at best a contentious claim about the

semantics of descriptions such as “Jane’s first child.” If this phrase does, as Parfit suggests,

refer to a group of possible persons, its application will clearly run contrary to the spirit of

a relational moral theory, as we cannot plausibly share the moral relationship with a set of

possible people.

I am, however, not convinced that the phrase “Jane’s first child” either refers to or is

a large group of possible persons.72 It seems reasonable to suggest that “Jane’s first child”

successfully denotes a future individual—in this case either X or Y—despite the fact that

we do not know the identity of this person when making the reference.

This is just to say that the real issue is not whether descriptions such as “Jane’s first

child” can usefully feature in contractualist moral deliberation. In some cases they clearly

can, for example, when naming the kind of standpoint that helped overcome certain epis-

69Parfit (2011a), p.220 and p.235. It should be noted, however, that Kumar’s preferred description is
simply something like “a child.”

70Parfit (2011a), 236.
71Parfit (2011a), 220.
72The claim is perhaps more plausible in cases where the description includes terms such as “average.”

No such term features in the description “Jane’s first child.”
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temic limitations described above. Consider a case in which Jane is considering using a

drug she knows will be harmful to any and all of her future children, but where she does

not know the identity of any of her future children. Here she might legitimately appeal to

the standpoint of her first child in considering whether it is permissible for her to take the

drug. The description successfully picks out an actual individual with whom Jane will share

a moral relationship—a relationship that might very well be impaired by Jane’s decision to

use the drug despite its impact on the health of her first child, whomever that turns out

to be. In this case, the description works just like the description ‘the next person to walk

through the door’ worked in the simple cases of epistemic limitation discussed above.

The question is whether the standpoint of “Jane’s first child” offers any help to the

contractualist in the context of the non-identity case. In my view it does not. Either the

description simply restates the problem, or it involves appeal to the objectionable notion of

a standpoint distinguished and dismissed above.

Notice first that in making use of standpoints and generic reasons in cases of uncertainty,

some caution is required. Just as well-constructed standpoints can ensure our actions are

justifiable to all those they affect even when their identity is unknown, poorly constructed

standpoints can have the opposite effect by obscuring the fact that some relevant persons

have been left out. Justifying our actions to a particular standpoint may provide the illusion

of a deliberating procedure that has taken all affected agents into account, but if the relevant

standpoint has not been constructed with caution, and so is one that excludes some affected

agents, the relevant contractualist deliberations will be unable to satisfy the requirements

of the contractualist formula.73

Consider the following case. A limited stock of medicine might be able to bring about

the following outcomes, depending on how it is used:

Doing A X suffers 2 years of pain Y suffers 5 years of pain
Doing B Y suffers 1 year of pain X suffers 5 years of pain

The question of which course of action we should pursue here is a substantive moral

question. The fact that Y would see a greater reduction in their pain if they were given

73This is not an uncommon occurrence. UN Security Council Resolution 1325, for example, recognised
that in the aftermath of conflict a range of international institutions have justified their development and
accountability initiatives to a standpoint that too frequently fails to include the generic reasons of women
affected by conflict. As a consequence, IDP and refugee camps frequently fail to provide adequate facilities
for women, and post-conflict accountability and compensation procedures often overlook various categories
of crimes committed primarily or exclusively against women.



CHAPTER 4. THE MORAL RELATIONSHIP AND CONTRACTUALISM 173

the medicine may be a reason to do B, but other factors, such as whether Y’s life-style

has contributed to their pain, or whether one of the two is better positioned to survive or

endure the pain, might also influence our decision. Notice however that there are several

descriptions that might purport to make the decision easier. We might for example ask what

“a patient in pain” would prefer. A patient in pain, we might assume, would prefer more

pain relief to less pain relief.

This might be a useful standpoint to consider if we do not have any further information

about the patients. But suppose we learn that Y’s current pain is caused by the fact that

they have previously sold their supply of the pain medication to fund an unrelated gambling

habit, and suppose we judge this fact to be relevant to the question of where the medicine

ought to be directed. With this information in hand, the standpoint of “a patient in pain” no

longer appears to be a helpful one, as it unhelpfully obscures the identities and separateness

of the two patients, a fact that is now deemed relevant to the question of where the medicine

ought to be directed. This demonstrates that while a standpoint might be useful in some

contexts, additional knowledge may require us to consider alternative standpoints that better

capture all the morally salient facts.

Is the standpoint of Jane’s next child a helpful standpoint to consider in the context of the

non-identity problem? Standpoints of this kind were identified as useful in cases where an

actual person was likely to be affected by our actions, but where their identity was unknown.

Parfit’s non-identity case is, however, not a case characterised by limited information. It

is not the case that we do not know the identities of some of the persons our actions will

affect. We know full well the identities of both possible children, as well as details about

their prospective lives, and at least in so far as our intuitions favour one course of action

over another, we appear to judge at least some of these details to be morally salient. Notice,

therefore, that if the description “Jane’s first child” is employed in the unobjectionable way

distinguished above, it refers successfully to X if Jane does A, and successfully to Y if Jane

does B. In this case, however, far from resolving the non-identity problem, appeal to this

description just restates the problem. If Jane does A her first child will not object, and if

Jane does B, her first child will not object. Consequently no progress is made on resolving

the case. Much like in the medicine case, the introduction of the standpoint of “Jane’s first

child” has served only to obscure certain morally salient information.

In order to gain some traction in the non-identity case, therefore, the notion of a stand-
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point must be understood in the more metaphysically robust sense distinguished above. If

the standpoint of Jane’s first child is understood not as a means of referring to an actual

person of unknown identity, but instead as something more substantive with reasons of its

own, it might clearly offer a means of addressing the non-identity problem. The reasons of

this standpoint, understood as neither those of X nor Y, could then be included in contrac-

tualist deliberations, potentially providing grounds for reasonably rejecting a principle that

permits doing A.

As I have stressed above, however, it is far from clear how the moral relationship could

hold between Jane and such an entity. As in the case of groups, it may well be that the

reasons of such a perspective are intelligible and understandable. In so far, however, as they

are not the reasons of something with which we can share the moral relationship, they will

not be reasons relevant or admissible to the contractualist deliberation process.

4.5.4 Responding to the non-identity problem

The problem of accommodating our moral obligations to future persons is therefore another

case in which an improved understanding of the moral relationship and its role in certain

contractualist theories can bring clarity to existing discussions. My presentation of the moral

relationship has shown both that there is no obstacle to accommodating our obligations to

future persons in general, and has demonstrated the limitations of some existing responses

to the specific kind of case highlighted by Parfit’s non-identity problem. This should not be

surprising. Just as aggregation cases were ultimately seen to be questions concerning the

kind of bodies with which we can share the moral relationship, the same has been shown to

be true of cases involving future persons.

I have shown in this section that future persons do not, in themselves, present a challenge

to relational moral theories. There is also no obstacle, on a relational moral theory, to

judging the creation of some very bad lives morally objectionable. I have presented a view

whereby the moral relationship can take different forms, with only the better forms of the

relationship having intrinsic value. The wilful creation of a miserable life would create a new

relationship between that life and the creator of that life, and that relationship would clearly

take one of the very worst forms the moral relationship can take. If the life is sufficiently

bad, perhaps worse than no life, the relationship created might well be of negative value.

The creation of such a relationship is therefore wrong. The same response is available to
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cases in which we merely risk the creation of a very bad life.

The problem that remains concerns the very specific kind of case highlighted by the

non-identity problem. These cases feature decisions that create good and worthwhile lives,

but lives that are not as good as other lives that could have been created in their place.

There is, I think, some intuitive force to the non-identity problem, but I think it is

important to note its limitations. There is not, I think, strong intuitive evidence in favour

of a principle that requires us to create life. Nor, I believe, is there strong intuitive evidence

in favour of a principle that requires us always to create the best lives we can possibly create.

Consider for a moment what this latter principle would entail. Anyone facing the choice

of whether or not to create a life has a wealth of information available to them. Statistical

evidence suggests that children born in certain months perform better in education, princi-

pally because they are among the oldest children in their class. Similar statistical evidence

might capture information about other small advantages that come from living in certain

areas, or about the optimal age to have children. More important still, advances in medical

technology mean that I could ask scientists to study my DNA and details any weaknesses

that would have potentially negative consequences for my child, and then pair me with a

female whose DNA compensates for any such weaknesses, and vice versa. While precision

should not be exaggerated, it is more than likely that there are a set of persons and times

that it would be significantly better for me to have a child with than the alternatives. Nev-

ertheless I do not feel compelled to seek out this information, and I am not inclined to judge

that I have acted wrongly if I knowingly create a healthy life that is not as good as the best

life that I could have created. This is, however, one of the central intuitions in non-identity

cases. For this reason I think one plausible response available to a relational moral theory

is to bite the bullet and accept that the creation of a happy life that is not as happy as the

happiest life available is not in and of itself to commit a wrong. This, however, does not

entail that the creation of a miserable or very bad life is acceptable, nor that there are no

wrongs we can commit against future persons.

For anyone reluctant to bite this bullet, one further strategy presents itself. Recall

that one of the strategies I offered in response to the aggregation problem emphasised that

the good forms of many relationships are forms that allow the participants to show the

appropriate attitudes towards other values. Good friendships are friendships that make it

possible for both parties to show appropriate attitudes towards, for example, other valuable
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relationships, such as marriage, as well as independent impersonal values such as the beauty

of nature.

Much of Parfit’s discussion of non-identity cases focuses on the claim that the world

would, in an impersonal sense, be a better place if Jane waits and has her child at an older

age. Here the distinction I noted when presenting the impersonalist restriction is significant.

While what Parfit and Scanlon referred to as ‘personal reasons’ are reasons grounded in

the well-being of an individual, it is plausible to claim, as Parfit does, that there are also

impersonal reasons grounded in such well-being. In most cases these impersonal reasons are

of little significance, as there will be corresponding personal reasons grounded in the same

individual well-being. Non-identity examples are cases where this is not the case. While the

scenario in which Jane waits and has a child at a later age might have a greater amount of

impersonal value than the scenario in which she does not wait, there are no corresponding

personal reasons as there is no single individual who has suffered the relevant loss in well-

being. This is why Parfit advocates that Scanlon abandon the impersonalist restriction and

allow appeal to the fact that the world would, impersonally speaking, be a better place if

Jane waited in our deliberations about the relevant principle.

If we accept that there is greater impersonal value in such a world, and we accept that the

moral relationship takes a better form when it permits us to display appropriate attitudes

towards other independent values, then perhaps there are also here materials for a response

to the non-identity problem that does preserve our ability to judge Jane’s decision wrong.

The response would begin by making an impersonal value claim similar to Parfit’s, noting

that a world in which Jane waits has more impersonal value than a world in which she does

not. It would then argue that our moral relationships take better forms when they permit us

to show appropriate attitudes towards such impersonal values. Just as our moral relationship

with Jane would suffer if Jane’s actions impeded out ability to show appropriate attitudes

towards the beauty of nature, so too, we might argue, our relationship with her would suffer

if she fails to show the appropriate attitudes towards a world of greater impersonal value,

and also makes it impossible for us to show the appropriate attitudes towards such a world.

While the greater impersonal value Parfit points towards is not permitted to play a direct

role in contractualist deliberations as Parfit recommends, such a response would enable to

it play an indirect role which might, in some important cases, supply grounds for moral

judgements that line up with our intuitions in non-identity cases.



CHAPTER 4. THE MORAL RELATIONSHIP AND CONTRACTUALISM 177

Again, however, there are some obstacles to this line of response. As in aggregation

cases, it is a line of response that requires several additional substantive judgements. The

main challenge, however, is that it is difficult to see what precisely the appropriate attitude

is towards the impersonal value of a world of greater amounts of well-being. Clearly in some

cases the correct attitude is one that prefers and promotes the maximisation of such welfare.

We should, it seems, prefer outcomes in which ten people are rescued from an earthquake to

cases in which only five are rescued. But as I noted when suggesting that the contractualist

might simply bite the bullet in non-identity cases, I do not see the force of a claim that

requires us to maximise the amount of welfare in the world by, for example, creating as

much happy life as possible, or by creating only the happiest lives we possibly can.

4.6 Conclusion

This chapter aimed to show how the material outlined in earlier chapters can be used to

clarify several important and contentious aspects of a Scanlonian contractualist moral theory

when it is interpreted as a relational moral theory. Scanlon offers an instance of what he has

called a ‘substantive’ moral theory. Such theories aim to identify a substantive value our

moral judgements can be seen as responding to, and it is this value that gives us our answer

to the question of why morality is something we should take seriously. I have offered an

interpretation of Scanlonian contractualism in which this substantive value is understood as

the value of the good forms of the moral relationship. I have also offered what I believe to

be the most plausible analysis of the structure and value of this relationship, and explained

how this relationship can play the role assigned to it as part of a relational moral theory.

In this chapter I have aimed to show how the structural role and nature of the moral

relationship explains the presence of both the impersonalist and individualist restrictions.

I have also argued that an understanding of this relationship and the role it plays in a

Scanlonian theory helps unify a range of familiar objections to contractualist theories of

this kind. I have also argued that an improved understanding of the moral relationship can

clarify a number of these objections, as well as existing responses. Finally, I have argued

that by better understanding the moral relationship we can identify some of the conceptual

resources necessary to overcome these objections.
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Conclusion

This thesis started with a discussion between Crito and Socrates. Both acknowledged the

important role various relationships play in grounding our moral judgements. What I have

argued in this thesis is that there is a plausible moral theory that affords relationships a far

more significant role in morality than has commonly been assumed. Whereas a number of

the philosophers I have discussed believe the non-instrumental value of some relationships

explain a limited class of moral judgements, most notably those permitting certain forms of

partiality, a relational moral theory argues that all our moral judgements can be explained

by appeal to the value of a relationship.

Morality, however, extends far further than the relationships we are used to acknowl-

edging. We have moral obligations to everyone, regardless of whether or not we share one

of the more familiar relationships with them. One of the challenges to a relational moral

theory is therefore that of identifying a broad and inclusive moral relationship that unites

us all, and so extends the reach of a relational moral theory to include all moral agents. It

is articulating and defending the plausibility of such a relationship that has been one of the

main aims of this thesis.

I have argued that while we might not be used to acknowledging it as a genuine rela-

tionship, it is plausible to claim that all beings vulnerable to a distinct class of second-order

evils, and capable of certain forms of deliberation, share an important and potentially valu-

able relationship. This relationship shares a number of features with other relationships of

normative significance. It is a relationship constituted by a number of distinctively human

properties, and it is a relationship we are born into. The ideal and most valuable form of

this relationship is one in which we fully recognise and respect the other party as an active
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self-governing individual, and recognise and incorporate this capacity into the structure of

our own deliberations. When our deliberations are sufficiently close to this ideal, our moral

relationships take one of their valuable forms, and it is this value that gives us reason to con-

tinue to act and deliberate as our moral relationships require. Contrary to what some critics

have argued, this relationship should be regarded as a genuine and significant relationship.

I have also argued that the value of the moral relationship can serve as a suitable basis

for a genuinely relational moral theory that closely resembles one interpretation of Scanlon’s

contractualist moral theory. Scanlon aims to explain the force of our moral judgements by

identifying a substantive value to which these judgements can be seen as a response. Just

as a utilitarian claims that our moral judgements should all reflect the value of the greatest

happiness, I have argued that the Scanlonian contractualist can be read as arguing that

our moral judgements all reflect the non-instrumental value of the good forms of the moral

relationship. Scanlon’s contractualist formula can then be read as one possible characterisa-

tion of the moral relationship ideal to which we should all aspire. While my presentation of

the moral relationship and accompanying relational moral theory has departed from Scan-

lon’s own work on a number of occasions, I believe most of what I have argued is entirely

compatible with, and represents a natural extension of, the latter.

A relational moral theory of the kind I have presented is appealing for a number of

reasons. First, it captures what many have thought to be an important and essentially

interpersonal aspect to morality. On a relational moral theory, our moral judgements are all

responses to an essentially interpersonal relationship, and justifications are owed directly to

other moral agents, rather than to the world at large or abstract utilitarian administrators.

Second, a relational moral theory provides a systematic and plausible alternative to con-

sequentialist moral theories. It does so by providing an alternative substantive value, and

does so in a way that successfully accommodates many of the agent-relative reasons that

have proved challenging to consequentialists. Finally, a relational moral theory offers the

means of better understanding contractualist theories of the kind advanced by Scanlon, and

offers them a means of reframing and responding to several long-standing problems, such as

those associated with future persons and cases involving aggregation.

This thesis has not been able to offer a complete account of relational moral theories.

There are many alternatives to consider, and several potential problems I have not had

the space to address. There are, however, also a number of further potential benefits to a
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relational moral theory that this thesis has not explored. Both offer good reason to continue

the exploration of the moral relationship and relational moral theories, and I hope this thesis

has made a small contribution to this important project.
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