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ABSTRACT

My aim is to challenge recent attempts at reconciling moral realism and naturalism by

pushing ethical naturalists into a dilemma. According to one horn of the dilemma, ethical

naturalists must either (a) build unique facts and properties about divergent social structures

(or varying moral belief systems) into their subvenient sets of natural facts and properties,

and so jeopardize the objectivity of moral truths, or (b) insist, in the face of all possible

worlds in which people have different moral beliefs than ours, that they are all mistaken—

this despite the fact that the belief-forming mechanism responsible for their moral beliefs was

never concerned with the truth of those beliefs in the first place. This will bring me to

suggest that moral properties might only weakly supervene upon natural phenomena. But,

according to the other horn of the dilemma, weak supervenience is a defeater for moral

knowledge.
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CHAPTER ONE: AN INTRODUCTION

Referring to the realism/anti-realism debate in metaethics, Geoffrey Sayre-McCord

writes, ÒThe problem has always been to make sense of these [moral] convictions in a way

that does justice to moralityÕs apparent importance without engaging in metaphysical flights

of fancy.Ó1 It is a debate that came into sharp focus at the beginning of the20th century with

G. E. MooreÕs famous attack upon naturalistic accounts of moral concepts and defense of

ethical non-naturalism.2 According to Moore, theories that try to reconcile morality with

naturalism by using natural phenomena to define moral terms are guilty of Òthe naturalistic

fallacy,Ó which is evidenced by the fact that, whatever natural phenomena these theories pick

out as constituting goodness, it remains an open question whether or not those phenomena

are themselves good.

The hypothesis that disagreement about the meaning of good is disagreement with regard to
the correct analysis of a given whole, may be most plainly seen to be incorrect by
consideration of the fact that, whatever definition be offered, it may be always asked, with
significance, of the complex so defined, whether it is itself good.3

And so, on MooreÕs account, moral concepts are simple (i.e.,have no parts; unexplainable

Òby any manner of means. . . to anyone who does not already know itÓ4) and indefinable.

But, he admits, so are natural properties likebeing yellow, so why suppose that moral

properties are not only unanalyzable but non-natural as well?MooreÕs answer involves a

further distinction between ultimate and non-ultimate properties. According to Moore, the

difference between goodness and simple natural properties likebeing yellowis that

[g]ood is the only one of these properties whose nature is notat all implicated in other
properties. Because higher- and lower-order natural properties differ in their degree of
mutual dependency [i.e., dependency upon each other for their explanations], they differ in
their degree of ultimacy, with none ofthem beingultimate. Good, though, is ultimate.5

1 Sayre-McCord 1988b: 2.
2 Moore 1988.
3 Moore 1988: ¤13, 15.
4 Moore 1988: ¤7, 7.
5 Hutchinson 2001: 23.


