SOME EXPLANATORY
DEFECTS OF MORAL
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We often claim that actions or people are morally good or bad, and thus seem to express
that they have moral properties. Yet the nature of these properties poses deep metaphysical questions: Are moral properties as objective and mind-independent as the properties of science, or are they subjective in nature, depending on us or our culture? The
moral non-naturalist claims that moral properties are objective and that they are distinct
from natural properties. The moral constitutes an autonomous domain of irreducible
facts and properties, studied by ethics. Intuitive and in accordance with common sense
as the view may seem, the view faces some familiar metaphysical problems. I discuss the
specific non-natural metaphysics of Russ Shafer-Landau, arguing that his theory fails to
explain one of these problems: The peculiar way the moral depends on the natural.

M

oral non-naturalism is the view that moral properties – for instance, the goodness or wretchedness
of an action – constitute an ontological domain irreducible to the domain of non-moral properties.1 This view
has been taken to have insuperable metaphysical consequences; people have found this ‘other domain’ mystical
and “queer” (Mackie 1977), and attempts to explain the
relation between the two domains have arguably failed.
Most agree that the properties studied by science are real,
but how can there be properties ontologically distinct
from these, of another kind? The non-naturalist owes us
an explanation of what her metaphysical world looks like.
Russ Shafer-Landau attempts to meet these explanatory
demands in his book Moral Realism (2003), and he provides one of the most elaborate positive accounts of the
relationship between the two domains to date. Among
other things, he attempts to show that his account can
meet Simon Blackburn’s supervenience argument (1971,
1993) against moral non-naturalism, which is one of the
arguments that try to formulate the metaphysical unease
many feel when encountering non-naturalism. Merits and
failures of Shafer-Landau’s attempt will be the focus of the
present paper.
I will argue that the two answers Shafer-Landau pro18

vides to the supervenience argument both fail. The supervenience argument asks for an explanation of certain uncontested facts about the relation between the moral and
non-moral domain. Shafer-Landau’s first reply, a ‘companions in guilt’-defense, fails because he misconstrues the
explanatory requirements of the supervenience relation
between the moral and the natural. He mistakenly thinks
Blackburn’s supervenience argument applies equally well
to the mental, chemical, and so on. Shafer-Landau’s second reply comes down to positing a brute fact about the
relationship between the moral and the natural. I will argue that this is problematic, and indicate how it puts pressure on the non-naturalist to develop the metaphysics of
non-naturalism further.
I will start by describing the non-naturalist view and
how the moral and the natural are related in part (I). I then
turn to Blackburn’s supervenience argument and explicate
the explanatory burden it puts on the non-naturalist in
part (II). Part (III)–(V) deal with Shafer-Landau’s two replies. Part (VI) reviews the results.
I. Moral Non-Naturalism
I will focus on Shafer-Landau’s (2003) specific version
of moral non-naturalism, but more generally, the central
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metaphysical2 thesis of non-naturalism can be formulated
as: Moral properties are ontologically sui generis, that is,
of a kind ontologically different from natural properties,
and are not reducible or identical to them. Shafer-Landau
prefers to define the ontological kind of a property in
terms of the discipline that studies it. Thus, natural properties are those studied by “ideal science” (Shafer-Landau
2003:59–62).3 Moral properties are defined as those studied by ethics.4 Shafer-Landau holds that there are a priori
moral truths, and distinguishes the moral and natural ontological domains methodologically: the sciences are exhaustively a posteriori, but there are a priori truths that
inform and structure ethics.5 The metaphysical domains
are distinguished by the kind of epistemological access we
have to the domains.
Shafer-Landau claims that the kind of distinctness represented by moral properties vis-à-vis natural properties
is common in the sciences, and thus that there is nothing
surprising about this ‘dualism’:
This [moral–natural] sort of distinctness is what is alleged
for any two sets of facts whose correlative properties are not
identical to one another. Biological facts, chess facts, and

historical facts are all of a kind different from physical facts.
(Shafer-Landau 2003:72)

Shafer-Landau invokes the notion of constitution to explain the relationship between the moral and the natural.
This is inspired by developments in the metaphysics of
material objects, where some philosophers (e.g. Wiggins
2001) hold that the relationship between a statue and the
lump of clay of which it is made is one of constitution: The
lump is not identical to the statue, but constitutes it. This
is an asymmetrical relation, while identity is not. ShaferLandau holds that the natural constitutes the moral, but
not vice versa. That such an asymmetrical relation obtains
is important when we below discuss the supervenience
of the moral on the natural. Because of the constitution
thesis, nothing can have moral properties without having
certain natural ones. More has to be said about all of this
for the above to be a satisfactory theory of the relationship
between the natural and the moral, but for our purposes,
it will do.6 Shafer-Landau calls his metaphysical view a
‘non-reductive property dualism’, where the two kinds of
properties are natural and moral.7
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II. The Supervenience Argument
With a sketch of the metaphysical framework in place, we
can state the two theses that the supervenience argument
takes as premises:8
(S) It is a conceptual truth9 that moral properties supervene
on natural properties.
(LE) There is no natural property N and moral property M
such that it is a conceptual truth that for any x10, if x has N,
then x has M.

Call (S) the supervenience thesis; (LE) the lack of entailment thesis. I will argue that they are both true, and
then show why their joint truth poses a challenge to the
non-naturalist.
As a first approximation, let this be the definition of
‘supervenience’ in (S):
(SUP) If A supervenes on B, then there can be no A-difference
without B-difference.

The guiding idea of supervenience is that there is a tight
relationship between some underlying property11 called
the supervenience base B, and some other property, the
supervenient property A: In any case where B is present,
A will be present. Consider the example of a surface covered with LEDs. The ‘light picture’ is the supervenient
property A*, and the distribution
If moral properties are of lit LEDs is the supervenience
not supervenient, moral base B*. Given that you have fiassessment is arbitrary xed B*, there is nothing more to
and thus defective fix to determine the picture, A*.
The lit up picture, e.g. taking the
form of an ‘E’, is totally determined by which diodes are
lit. There is no other way to make a difference in A* than
by changing B*. Furthermore, every time the same specific
lamps are lit (fixed B*), the same ‘light picture’ will be
present (same A*).12
A widely held view in metaethics is that the moral supervenes on the natural. I will first argue that this must be
so, and thereafter argue that it is a conceptual truth.
Consider two persons, Anne and Carol. Anne works
at a soup kitchen every Sunday and gives a considerable
amount of her money to Oxfam.13 She does this because
she acknowledges that she has been lucky, and thinks everyone deserves to live well. Carol works at the soup kitchen just as often, gives the same amount to charity, and
has all the same intentions, beliefs and desires as Anne.
Assume that Anne, Carol, and their actions are identical
with respect to all natural properties.14 Now ask yourself,
20
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‘Can Anne’s actions be good, and Carol’s not?’ By stipulation, a positive answer to this question will be a denial of
moral supervenience. So what could ground such a claim?
Two things might differ; the moral and the natural properties. The natural properties are ex hypothesi identical in the
two cases. Can the moral properties differ? If they are to,
one must employ an ethical double-standard: there cannot
be cited any credible difference between Anne and Carol,
except a mysterious claim of there being a difference in
distributions of moral properties. But this must result, or
have its origin in, an inconsistent normative theory. That
is unacceptable. Shafer-Landau makes the same point:
If the moral fails to supervene, then “[the moral] world
would be out of control. Moral assessment would be arbitrary” (2003:78).15 The natural properties seem to fix
the moral ones (no difference in A* without one in B*),
because they are the only ones that could do so. So by the
above definition of supervenience, the moral supervenes
on the natural.
Moral supervenience is a conceptual truth because
anyone who claims that the moral does not supervene on
the natural should be taken to be conceptually confused.
Imagine Bill claiming that Carol is acting morally and that
Anne is not. He can give no justification for his claim, except that the moral properties of their actions are different.
But how would he know this, and how could any rational
being accept the assessment? If moral properties are not
supervenient, moral assessment is arbitrary and thus defective. This is related to a general assumption employed
above: A normative theory, like any other, must be consistent. If it is not, and arbitrarily so, then how can we know
what morality requires of us? This would not be morality.
Bill should be taken to have a flawed concept of morality.
A way to conceive of (S) is that it is a conceptual truth
that for some maximal natural property NMAX 16; if you
know that an action A has NMAX and some moral property, M, then any action that has NMAX is M (Huemer
2005:206). This holds for all moral properties, because all
moral properties supervene on natural ones, though presumably, the natural supervenience base varies between
moral properties. Simply put: If you know that Anne’s
actions are good, and know that Anne and Carol share all
natural properties, then you know, a priori and as a matter
of conceptual truth, that Carol’s actions are equally good.
Hence, (S) seems overwhelmingly plausible (if, however,
the reader should still be skeptical, what matters is that
Shafer-Landau accepts this).
How can we explain this feature of the moral? An attractive idea could be to claim that there are conceptual

relevant concepts.20 And so on for every pair of moral and
natural properties. However, if we can, without conceptual confusion, ask that question, then no properties N and
M are such that ‘If A has N, it has M’ is a conceptual truth.
Shafer-Landau claims that there are metaphysically necessary truths of the form ‘If A has N, it has M’ (2003:85), and
indeed that there are such truths for all moral properties.
But they are not conceptual truths, so we cannot know a
priori which obtains (by the uncontroversial assumption
that conceptual truths can all be known a priori). This lets

the crucial premise of which is (LE). Remember, (LE) says
that there are no properties such that it is a conceptual
truth that N always underlies M. (LE) is accepted by all
non-naturalists I know of,18 and I will not dispute it here.
Moore’s Open Question argument concludes that one can
deny any suggested identification of a moral property M
with a natural property N without conceptual confusion
(which is not to say necessarily without bad judgment).
For example, one can refuse the suggestion that ‘conduciveness to greater overall happiness’ is identical to ‘morally
good’; the question: ‘But is conduciveness to overall happiness really good?’19 does not express a failure to grasp the

us see the difference between (S) and (LE) more clearly.
While (S) says that it is a conceptual truth that there are
such metaphysical truths, (LE) says that it is not a conceptual truth which such metaphysical truths obtain.21
I will discuss the character of the supervenience claim
underlying (S) in part (III), but we can now state the argument. First, however, a dialectical note: Blackburn’s particular version takes the form of an argument for metaethical expressivism. He claims that an expressivist can explain
why both (S) and (LE) are true, while the non-naturalist
(along with other metaethical views) cannot. I will not
engage this argument directly22 because I am unable to
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truths about which natural–moral relations obtain: For all
moral properties M, there are natural properties N17 such
that it is a conceptual truth that, if an action (or person)
has N, then it has M. If this were the relation between N
and M, then we could know the moral properties of an
action by looking at its natural properties. But this explanation entails that (LE) is false, and our present task is
to explain how it can be that (S) and (LE) both obtain.
The usual way of establishing (LE) is to consider Moore’s
famous ‘Open Question’ argument (Moore 1903, Ch. II),
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discuss the expressivist’s explanation here, which is an essential part of assessing whether this is a good argument for
expressivism.23 I will simply focus on the explanatory challenge the argument poses to the non-naturalist. However,
below we will investigate the dialectical standing between
expressivism and non-natuI think he goes wrong be- ralism in more detail. But
cause he pays insufficient for now, we will assume that
attention to the nature of the expressivist can meet the
the supervenience relation. explanatory demands of the
supervenience argument.
The challenge to the non-naturalist is to explain why
(S) and (LE) are true at the same time. As Shafer-Landau
(2005:327) notes, the challenge is not primarily to explain
how it can be that the moral supervenes on the natural.
The constitution story might be able to do this:
[A] moral fact supervenes on a particular concatenation of
[natural] facts just because these facts realize the moral property in question. Moral facts necessarily co-vary with descriptive ones because moral properties are always realized
exclusively by descriptive ones. Just as facts about a pencil’s
qualities are fixed by facts about its material constitution …
moral facts are fixed and constituted by their descriptive constituents. (Shafer-Landau 2003:77)

The challenge, rather, as Shafer-Landau sees things, is to
explain why (for properties N and M) it is a conceptual
truth that N will always underlie M if it once does, when
it is not a conceptual truth that N underlies M, while it
is a conceptual truth that any M is underlied by some N.
Because M is an extra, ontologically distinct, property over
and above N, its occurrence cannot be derived from N
based merely on our conceptual competencies. The supervenience argument thus challenges the non-naturalist to
explain how it can be a conceptual truth that moral properties supervene on natural ones.
We might note that the so-called analytic reductive naturalist can easily explain why (S) is true. On such a view,
there are conceptual truths that tell us, for any M, which
N subvenes M (this is just the “attractive explanation” we
encountered above). If one accepts the Open Question argument, then one must accept (LE). The non-naturalist
accepts the Open Question argument, and hence opens an
explanatory gap between moral properties and the natural
ones underlying them The present challenge to the nonnaturalist is to close that gap.24
To summarize the discussion so far: Kripke (1980)
uses a convenient metaphor to explain supervenience that
can help us understand the challenge better: When God
22
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has fixed all the laws and the B-properties, she does not
have to add the supervenient properties. If A supervenes
on B, A follows automatically from fixing B and the laws.25
The non-naturalist accepts that moral properties supervene on natural ones in this sense, and that there are metaphysically necessary relations between N and M. The puzzle
is how (S) can be a conceptual truth when there are no
conceptual truths about what particular metaphysical laws
obtain between the moral and the natural. The challenge
to the non-naturalist is to explain this.
III. Companions in guilt?
Shafer-Landau uses a ‘companion in guilt’-strategy to answer the challenge just presented. Remember, Blackburn
argues that we should accept expressivism (and thus metaphysical antirealism towards the moral) because we then
can explain why (S) and (LE) obtains, and correlatively
should reject non-naturalism because it cannot explain
this. Shafer-Landau’s strategy is to show that such an argument overgeneralizes: His idea is to show that if we accept
Blackburn’s argument, then we must “either abandon the
claim that [(S) type and (LE) type] combinations generate explanatory failures, or embrace antirealism about all
such [companioned] domains” (2003:88). Below, I will
argue that this strong conclusion is unwarranted even if
Shafer-Landau had been successful in showing that the
mental, chemical, and so on, relate to their underlying bases in ways – captured in analogs of (S) and (LE) – that
generated “explanatory failures”. However, I do not think
the ‘companions in guilt’-strategy works in this case, because the ‘companions’ suggested by Shafer-Landau are
not companions after all. The rest of this part is dedicated
to showing that the premise for a ‘companion in guilt’strategy is not established. In the next part I argue that
even if it were established, it is not clear that we should
accept Shafer-Landau’s claim that we would then have
to accept antirealism (expressivism) for the companions.
When Shafer-Landau thinks he succeeds on the first score,
it is because he has underestimated the explanatory challenge posed by the supervenience relationship between the
natural and the moral. I now turn to Shafer-Landau’s understanding of, and reply to, the explanatory challenge. I
use the mental as the illustrating case, but what I say will
carry over to the other ‘companions’ he mentions.
Before we look at Shafer-Landau’s way of establishing the companionship, we must get clear on what that
amounts to in our case. Consider the challenge again: We
require an explanation of the conjunction of (S) and (LE)
within the non-naturalist realist framework. The threaten-

ing conclusion drawn by Blackburn is that the non-naturalist can provide no such, and thus that we should accept
antirealism about the moral. But assume there is some suggested explanation forthcoming, call it E (we will encounter one such in due course: what I call (M1)). Suppose
further that we find that specific explanation wanting and
still insist on antirealism. Then we can say: A companion
would be some other domain, in our case the mental, such
that some features of the mental must be explained by appealing to E, but by finding E wanting in the moral case,
we must also find E wanting for the mental. But then, if
finding E wanting was sufficient to conclude that antirealism is true for the moral, then antirealism must be true
for the mental as well. But we do not accept antirealism
for the mental, so we shouldn’t, by parity of reasoning, accept it for the moral either: Given the assumption that the
features E explains are analogously important in the two
domains, we can’t accept it for one, and not for another.
We can now ask an important question: Is there really a
correlate of (S) in the case of the mental, such that this
feature of the mental needs explaining in the same way as
(S)? The analog for the mental would be:

If (S*) does not hold, then the mental and moral are not
companions in the sense that they impose exactly the same
explanatory requirements. Now, Shafer-Landau rejects
(S*): “Even though it is not a conceptual truth that the
mental is instantiated by the physical, it is a conceptual
truth that if a set of physical properties once underlies a
mental one, then it must (in that world) always do so”
(2003:88). But then what are the grounds for even trying
to establish the mental as a companion? There must be
something that makes the moral different from the mental
– exactly the thing that accounts for (S) being true and
(S*) false. Presumably, explaining this difference is what
is required to meet the supervenience argument, because
(S) is true, but (S*) false. We will see that the explanation of (S) that Shafer-Landau presents on behalf of the
non-naturalist of the moral also holds for the mental, but
now, in light of the observations just presented, it looks
like any companion in guilt strategy must indeed fail: We
are looking for what is special about moral supervenience.
There is thus really a dilemma here, which Shafer-Landau
seems to overlook: Either the explanatory requirements
are the same for the two domains, despite the different status of (S) and (S*), in which case the companion in guilt
strategy described in the last paragraph might work. Or
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(S*) It is a conceptual truth that the mental supervenes on
the natural.

the explanatory requirements are different, in which case
explaining some common feature between the domains is
insufficient to meet the real explanatory needs, and so a
‘companion in guilt’-strategy must fail. It is hard to see
how the first disjunct can hold in light of the difference
between (S) and (S*). As will become apparent, I endorse
the second disjunct.
Below I discuss how Shafer-Landau construes these
matters in Moral Realism. I think he goes wrong because
he pays insufficient attention to the nature of the supervenience relation. However, his attempt helpfully illustrates how he thought the supervenience argument could
be met, and it provides the background to show how we
should understand the challenge.
If the mental is a companion in guilt, there must be an
analog of the explanation of (S) for the mental. There must
also be an analog of (LE).
Let us start with Shafer-Landau’s explanation of (S).
SOME EXPLANATORY DEFECTS OF MORAL NON-NATURALISM
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He claims that we can understand the way the moral supervenes on the natural because we can see that the following claim is true:
(M1) If a concatenation of [natural] properties once
underlies [because it constitutes] a moral one, then it
must (in that world) always do so.
(Shafer-Landau 2003:87)

An analogous claim is true for the mental:
(M2) If a concatenation of natural properties once
underlies [because it constitutes] a mental one,
then it must (in that world) always do so.

Shafer-Landau holds that both (M1) and (M2) are conceptual truths because they instantiate this schema, which is
itself a conceptual truth: 26
(GEN) If a concatenation of Y-properties once underlies
[because it constitutes] a Z one, then it must (in
that world) always do so.

So the reason, according to Shafer-Landau, for why (M1)
and (M2) are conceptual truths is that (GEN) is a conceptual truth, and the reason for why the moral and mental
are companions is that some of the features connecting
these domains to the natural are explained by (GEN). For
the sake of argument, we can grant that it is a conceptual truth that (GEN) is true.27 Thus Shafer-Landau takes
himself to have established the mental as a companion to
the moral: The supervenience of the moral is explained
by (M1), and (M2) explains an analogous feature of the
mental.
We also note that the analogous ‘lack of entailment’thesis holds for the mental:
(LEM) For no natural property N and mental property M* is
it a conceptual truth that for any x, if x has N, then x
has M*.

If (LEM) were not true, then those who believe that there
could be two physically identical but mentally different
systems would be guilty of conceptual confusion. This
amounts to accusing every substance dualist of conceptual
confusion. Cartesian dualism might have its problems, but
conceptual confusion is not one of them. So (LEM) is true.
Thus Shafer-Landau claims that the metaphysical fact
that secures (S), namely (GEN), also hold for the mental, and that there is lack of entailment in both domains.
24
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Hence, if the supervenience argument generates an objectionable ‘explanatory failure’ and, more specifically,
should lead us to embrace antirealism in the case of the
moral, then the problem should carry over to the mental
(and the chemical, and so on) as well. Shafer-Landau thus
claims that if one accepts Blackburn’s argument, then one
must accept antirealism about the mental (chemical, and
so on) as well. Shafer-Landau concludes that there is no
special problem for the moral when it comes to explaining
supervenience.
However, Shafer-Landau has overlooked what it takes
to explain (S). His assumption that the supervenience of
the moral is explained by (GEN) is mistaken. To see the
mistake, consider again (GEN): If (GEN) is the general
form of the kind of explanation required to explain (S),
and is the fact that explains (S) obtaining (along with
some further facts that make (S) different from (S*)), then,
since (GEN) is a conceptual truth, this must be a conceptual truth too:
(GENC) If a concatenation of color properties once under
lies (because it constitutes) a moral one, then (in that
world) anything which possesses the concatenation of
color properties must also possess the moral one.

As Mabrito (2005:300) points out, if (GEN) is what explains why moral properties supervene on natural ones,
then it will, by parity of reasoning, also explain why moral
properties supervene on color properties – or any other Y.
But this is not the kind of explanation we seek. First of all,
presumably, moral properties do not supervene on color
properties, for there can be a change in moral value even
if there is no change in color properties. This should make
us suspicious of the explanatory value of instantiations of
(GEN). This specific problem seems to arise from the nature of the constitution relation: Can it hold between all
properties? We should ask whether the reason for us taking
(GEN) to be a conceptual truth is simply this: When considering a pair of properties, X and Y, either (1) the antecedent is false because the constitution relation can’t obtain
between X and Y (so (GEN) is true), or (2) for any X and
Y that actually can enter into the constitution relation, the
claim holds. Thus the nature of constitution is what explains (GEN). Our question, however, is whether (GEN)
explains (S). But GENC only tells us that if color properties once constitute moral properties, then they always do.
Assume that color properties never constitute the moral:
then (GEN) is still true, because the antecedent is false.
One might here object that in the case of (M1), we
know that the natural constitutes the moral, so the ante-

cedent is true. In this case, isn’t there some explanatory
value? The problem with this reply is that, given substance
monism, the natural will constitute all properties that are
not natural. All properties are either natural or not natural
so substance monism entail that all properties are either
natural or constituted by natural properties. (S) is supposed to express a substantive characteristic of the relationship between the moral and the natural, and what explains
(S) must thus not hold for any other property. Mabrito’s
example demonstrates that (GEN) is vacuous and uninteresting because it holds for all properties: We need an explanation of the relationship between the natural and the
moral that shows why the moral is special. Shafer-Landau
thinks (M1) and (M2) are conceptual truths because
(GEN) is a conceptual truth. His mistake is to think that
(M1) and (M2) can establish the mental as a companion
in any interesting sense. In fact, (GEN) secures that any
domain has a ‘companion’ in any domain whatever, since
it is true for any substitutions for Y and Z. Thus, we see
that the explanation we got cannot be the one we need.
Another way to see how Shafer-Landau has misunderstood (S) is to note that the moral and mental already
are acknowledged to be different with regard to their relationships to the natural, which is what we noted when
we discussed the difference between (S) and (S*). David
Chalmers, an avowed property dualist about the mental,
explicitly mentions the moral supervenience case, and
claims that while in the case of the mental, there is a conceivable world naturally identical to ours that lacks mental
properties (so something like (S) is not true of the mental),
“there does not seem to be a conceivable world that is naturally identical to ours but morally distinct” (1996:83). It
is exactly the possibility of such worlds that is often used
to argue for property dualism in the philosophy of mind.
Without this possibility, most people agree that the price
of adopting property dualism would be too high, precisely because one would have unexplained supervenience
(McLaughlin & Bennett 2011) – which is of course just
the present problem for the moral non-naturalist.
So Shafer-Landau has misconstrued what it takes to
explain (S) and hence generated a host of ‘companions’ –
when arguably the moral shouldn’t have any companions!
As we have just seen, the mental can in an uninteresting
sense be said to be a companion, but it is not the sense
required to meet Blackburn’s challenge. In short, ShaferLandau fails to show that the moral has a companion in
guilt. I will now follow Mabrito (2005:300–1) in a reconstruction of Dreier’s (1992) proposed formulation of (S),
which I think brings out the explanatory requirements

better:
(S**) It is a conceptual truth that: If x has some moral pro
perty, then there is a concatenation of natural pro
perties such that (i) x possesses that concatenation
and (ii) anything (in that world) which possesses that
concatenation of natural properties must also possess
the moral property.

If you fix the natural properties, you fix the moral
properties. This is in accordance with our discussion of
supervenience. Now consider the supervenience of the
mental on the natural:
(M2*) If x has some mental property, Q, then there is a
concatenation of natural properties such that (i) x pos
sesses that concatenation and (ii) anything (in that
world) which possesses that concatenation of natural
properties must also possess the mental property Q.

This might be true, but it is not a conceptual truth. No
one should accuse David Chalmers of being conceptually
confused about the mental.
This concludes my discussion of the ‘companions in
guilt’-reply to the supervenience argument. It is not a
conceptual truth that the mental suSo Shafer-Landau
pervenes on the natural, and ShaferLandau’s mistake derives from his er- has misconstrued
roneous belief that (S) is sufficiently what it takes to exexplained by M1, and thus, ultimate- plain (S) and hence
ly, by (GEN). The mistake carries over generated a host of
to his strategy of establishing compa‘companions’ – when
nions in guilt by demonstrating that
(GEN) and an analog of (LE) also arguably the moral
hold for other domains. Moral pro- shouldn’t have any
perties are special with respect to su- companions!
pervenience, and that is what requires
explanation.
IV. Problems with Companions in Guilt
So we have arrived at some understanding of why ShaferLandau’s argument fails, and hopefully learned something
about what it takes to meet the supervenience argument.
Moreover, I believe there is something to learn from thinking about the application of ‘companion in guilt’-arguments in this context. I will appeal to some of these observations in part (V), where I reply to another of ShaferLandau’s answers to the supervenience argument.
The point is a rather trivial, but significant, one, and
attaches to all ‘companion in guilt’-arguments. Recall that
SOME EXPLANATORY DEFECTS OF MORAL NON-NATURALISM
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Blackburn presented the supervenience argument as an
argument for expressivism. The argument has something
like the following structure:
1. Expressivism can answer the supervenience argument.
2. Non-naturalism cannot answer the supervenience
argument.
3. Being able to answer the supervenience argument is a
theoretical virtue.
4. A theoretical virtue provides some justification for embra
cing a theory about a domain.
5. The theory with most justification should be embraced.
C. We should embrace expressivism over non-naturalism.

Shafer-Landau wants to answer Blackburn’s argument with
a companion in guilt-argument. I have rejected this argument. But I actually think we should reject even the implicit assumption that if his argument was successful, then we
would have to either accept expressivist antirealism about
any companion, or think that the
If the deflationary argument poses an equal threat to
approach were to all companions – as the quote in the
succeed, it would have first paragraph of section (III) suggests. However, in applying such a
to rely on brute facts
strategy, Shafer-Landau overlooks a
about the relationship crucial premise in Blackburn’s argubetween the moral ment. For (C) to follow from (1)–
and the natural. (5), we need the assumption that
expressivism and non-naturalism
are equally justified in all other respects. (1)–(C) is valid
only if conjoined with the relevant instantiation of:
(6)

Theory X and theory Y are equally justified in all
other respects.

However, when making a ‘companions in guilt’-argument,
one cannot suppose without argument that the claim being ‘carried over’ to these other domains actually yields
parallel conclusions, for the simple reasons that (6) might
not hold for these domains. For instance, it could be that
the epistemological commitments that are necessitated by
mental antirealism are very implausible, while the epistemology compatible with realism is much more plausible.
These are the complications that follow from the interrelatedness of philosophical domains. Realism might solve
more problems than antirealism overall for a certain domain, e.g. the mental, so embracing realism may be the
right choice even if antirealism provides a better solution
to certain problems, and even if antirealism seems to be
the right response to those other problems in other do26

TOMAS MIDTTUN TOBIASSEN

mains. Hence, accepting the supervenience relation as a
brute fact about the mental – assuming for now (and contrary to fact) that Shafer-Landau’s ‘companion in guilt’argument is a good one – might be the right choice, and
still, antirealism might be the right choice for the moral.
Such is the difficulty of theory choice. We should concede
that the cost of “explanatory failures” can be compensated for by higher revenues in other domains, but we must
also acknowledge that there is a cost of giving up a good
explanation.
My argument here turns on the idea that theoretical
decisions must be made holistically,28 an assumption represented by (5). This suggests that the ‘companions in
guilt’-strategy should not be employed as uncritically as
Shafer-Landau does. I believe a lesson from our rejection
of Shafer-Landau’s argument is that the use of these arguments requires more attention to the details of the target
companion than is usually provided.
V. Is It Just a Brute Fact?
We have seen that Shafer-Landaus ‘companions in guilt’strategy fails, and raised some suspicion about the application of this strategy itself. If that strategy does not work,
what are the available options to meet the explanatory burden of the supervenience argument?
Shafer-Landau (2003) suggests, and his (2005) elaborates, a deflationary approach. He claims that there is no
explanatory puzzle:
Assume for now that it is a conceptual truth that moral facts/
properties/relations are supervenient ones. The problem,
then, should be that competent speakers of a language can
conceive of a world in which the base properties that actually
underlie particular moral ones fail to do so. But there is no
mystery here, since people can conceive of many things that
are not metaphysically possible. If certain base properties
metaphysically necessitate the presence of specified moral
properties, then the conceptual possibility that they fail to
do so reveals only a limitation on our appreciation of the
relevant metaphysical relations. There is no deep explanatory
puzzle resisting resolution here (Shafer-Landau 2003:86).

I will discuss two concerns with this approach before I
discuss Shafer-Landau’s (2005) last defense against the supervenience argument.
First, appealing to this kind of relation between conceivability and metaphysical possibility is somewhat contentious. Many have assumed that metaphysical possibility
and conceivability go hand in hand. In the wake of certain
conceivability-arguments against physicalism in the philo-

issues, but still might have its weaknesses.
Ralph Wedgwood (2007) thinks it is part of the essence of normativity to be governed by a conceptual truth
concerning supervenience. However, he also holds that it is
a matter of contingent fact that (S) is part of normativity’s
essence. So essences can be grounded contingently, and
not all parts of essences are essential for being that essence.
Wedgwood can thus claim that it is a contingent fact that
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sophy of mind, that attitude has changed (see Gendler &
Hawthorne 2004 for an anthology on the issue). However,
no general agreement has surfaced. Some physicalists today lean toward the conclusion that there can be things
that are conceivable but metaphysically impossible (e.g.
p-zombies). Moreover, the arguments usually turn on the
specific characteristics of the case at hand. Thus it is not at
all clear that we are warranted to insist that there is a nonidentity between what is metaphysically possible and what
is conceivable in the case of moral supervenience. ShaferLandau claims that there is non-identity, but he does not
satisfactorily justify this claim. More work has to be done
before we can accept this as an adequate answer.
Second, if the deflationary approach were to succeed,
it would have to rely on brute facts about the relationship
between the moral and the natural: It would be a metaphysically brute fact that it is a conceptual truth that the
moral supervenes on the natural. This strategy, however,
has explanatory weaknesses as stated. For instance, it poses
a question about the reference of our predicates.29 For why
should it be that our moral predicates have this special ability to be sensitive to the distribution of natural properties
(which follows from (S))? This might seem like too hard,
even inappropriate, a question, and one might be tempted to reply: ‘There has to be some brute facts, also about
the semantic properties of our moral predicates!’ After all,
being a realist about a certain domain necessitates some
brute facts, and maybe we shouldn’t be too surprised if explanation ends somewhere with regard to the reference of
our predicates. However, the expressivist can explain this
semantic property (Ridge 2007), because on the expressivist account, we have, through our practices, construed the
predicates to approve or disapprove of the distribution of
natural properties – just as Blackburn would claim. Thus
positing these brute facts constitute yet another explanatory shortcoming of non-naturalism vis-à-vis expressivism.
There have been forceful objections to the tenability of
metaphysical brute facts à la those the non-naturalist has
to posit (e.g. Schiffer 1987), and I must admit that I am
skeptical of the idea of positing brute metaphysical facts –
at any rate, having to posit such facts is a high cost. I cannot argue for the general untenability of such facts here,
but just note that while many of the metaphysical facts we
know – for instance that there are no possible worlds where
there are true contradictions – usually follows from sources such as our best logical theory.30 However, I will briefly
mention the strategy of a non-naturalist that acknowledges the need for explanation beyond brute metaphysical
facts. It provides an interesting and new approach to these

(S) obtains.31 The problem with Shafer-Landau’s approach
is that the brute fact is metaphysical, and it is an explanatory cost to posit such a structure in the landscape of
metaphysical possibility. Wedgwood, on the other hand,
need only posit a contingent fact. And all basic contingent
facts are brute (for instance, there is no explanation of why
the fundamental elementary particles have the values they
have). More has to be said, of course, but this shows one
strategy for dealing with the kind of problem I have been
posing. Thus, Wedgwood avoids positing a brute metaphysical fact, and so also the explanatory burden, or at least
significantly lessens it.32
Finally, I will reply to Shafer-Landau’s defense of the
bruteness-approach in a somewhat later paper (2005): “Do
SOME EXPLANATORY DEFECTS OF MORAL NON-NATURALISM
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I have anything to offer by way of a positive explanation of
why it is that moral supervenience is a conceptual truth?
The answer, I’m afraid, is No” (2005:328). He then goes
on to argue that many metaphysical truths do not have to
be explained. We should beg to differ. I hope the above
discussion shows why there is some explanatory pressure
on the non-naturalist. The concern is that positing brute
metaphysical facts is ad hoc. If there is no explanation of
them, at the metaphysical, epistemological or semantic level, we are left with the frustrating question: ‘Why?’
In a last defense, Shafer-Landau’s once again invokes
a ‘companions in guilt’-argument to show that an explanatory shortcoming is not always a theoretical disadvantage. He calls attention to the case of ‘divine command
theory’ (DCT), and points out
The concern is that po- that the divine command theorist
siting brute metaphy- has a story to tell about why there
sical facts is ad hoc. are moral facts (God commanded
them), and that the moral realist
cannot explain this. ‘Would this make DCT superior to
non-naturalism?’, Shafer-Landau rhetorically asks us. Not
before we know whether or not all things are equal – and,
as he now acknowledges (2005), they seldom are. So he
suggests that before we know whether things are equal,
the explanatory advantage of DCT in this regard does not
carry much weight.
Though I do of course agree that we must consider whether things are equal (as stressed in part (IV)),
I want to answer this specific appeal to DCT by noting
that Shafer-Landau again makes an unfortunate use of
the ‘companions in guilt’-strategy. I hope discussing this
will illustrate the points in section (IV) in a more concrete setting. If Shafer-Landau’s goal is to undermine the
problems non-naturalism faces in light of the supervenience argument, then it is misleading to draw an analogy
between these two cases: It simply is not so that the case
of ‘DCT vs. non-naturalism’ mirrors ‘non-naturalism vs.
expressivism’. Hence, Shafer-Landau’s observations cannot help non-naturalism in the present context. It is not
clear that the demand for an explanation of there being
moral facts is as pressing as the need for an explanation of
the special status of moral supervenience. After all, we are
realists about many domains, and should therefore accept
that in general, the obtaining of facts of different sorts – be
they moral, mental or chemical – is no “special problem”
for the moral. However, when it comes to moral supervenience, we do not have as firm a belief in there being a
satisfactory explanation available: moral supervenience is,
as argued, an arguably unique case,33 which makes under28
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standing it more pressing. The credence of my belief in the
reality of some domains is much higher than my credence
in the belief that moral supervenience can be explained
within a non-naturalist framework.
Furthermore, one can see straight away that also DCT
must posit some brute facts. There must be a brute fact
about the existence of God (presumably they are necessary
as well), there must be a story about how we know what
God’s commands are, and so on. After a few seconds of
reflection, it looks as if DCT is the weaker theory choice.
It is a degradation of the dialectical standing between nonnaturalism and expressivism to compare it to such a crude
example. We know quite a lot about what is equal between
the theories, and all considerations must be taken into account to get even clearer on that. The supervenience argument is no knock-down argument, but must be addressed
by the non-naturalist because a failure to do so shrouds
non-naturalist metaphysics in mystery.34 If there is no answer, the unexplained conceptual necessities of supervenience “[a]re like brute features of the structure of possibility” (Schroeder 2008), and positing such necessities is ad
hoc. The burden of this move must be acknowledged, also
by the non-naturalist.
VI. Conclusion
We’ve seen an aspect of Shafer-Landau’s positive account
of how a non-naturalist metaphysics is supposed to work.
While his work as a whole is an important contribution to
the understanding of non-naturalist metaphysics, we have
seen that it fails to meet one of the objections that have
troubled non-naturalism. In section (III), I showed that
Shafer-Landau’s first reply to Blackburn’s supervenience
argument failed because it was based on a misunderstanding of what is needed to explain (S). The supervenience
relation between the moral and natural is crucially different from the supervenience relations in other domains,
and this is what must be explained. Much of my discussion has focused on how the relation between the moral
and the natural is special. I also tried to make some general
remarks on the ubiquitous ‘companions in guilt’-strategy
in section (IV).
In section (V), I discussed Shafer-Landau’s second
reply. As I tried to show, more work has to be done before this reply can be considered satisfactory. I take it
that the important questions in non-naturalist moral metaphysics raised by the supervenience argument are still
unanswered.35

NOTES
Correlatively, moral facts constitute a domain irreducible to non-moral
facts. Perhaps this is just another way of putting the point. At any rate, I
will focus on properties rather than facts for simplicity.
2
Moral non-naturalism, like any comprehensive metaethical view,
will typically include theses outside the metaphysical domain as well.
Importantly, it will usually hold a non-reducibility claim about the
semantic status of moral terms, and hold that some moral knowledge is
a priori.
3
There are problems with talk about merely ‘natural’ properties. Some
might want to speak simply of ‘non-moral’ properties instead. I have
no problems with this (and might eventually accept it myself ), but we
must then note that the moral non-naturalist would then be a ‘moral
non-non-moralist’, holding that ontologically, the moral is not reducible
(hence the first ‘non’) to the non-moral (hence the second ‘non’). This
doesn’t change the status of (S) or the argument below: There is still an
explanatory burden on the non-naturalist. One might want a broader
definition of ‘natural’ properties than this. Perhaps, for instance, certain
morally relevant psychological features are not possible objects of scientific study, yet descriptive and natural. This wouldn’t change the status
of Blackburn’s argument, or anything, below. But for simplicity, I have
followed Shafer-Landau’s definition.
4
Of course, the implicit further premise here is that ethics is not, and
cannot be, a science.
5
The classical definition of an a priori proposition is a proposition that
can be known independently of experience. The idea is that its justificatory status does not depend on experience (at least not in a strong sense
of experience). By a posteriori I mean a proposition that can only be
known after experience. These notions are hotly debated, but the provided definition should suffice for our purposes.
6
See Ridge (2007) for problems that arise when trying to spell out the
constitution relation in more detail.
7
This leads to problems about the causal powers of moral properties,
and thus their ontological claim to existence (Harman 1977). See
Shafer-Landau (2003:98–114) for an attempted reply.
8
Blackburn (1971) discusses two different versions. I present the one
that is today considered the stronger version.
9
Blackburn (1993) uses ‘analytic truth’ instead of ‘conceptual truth’ in
his formulation of the argument. I have chosen to use ‘conceptual truth’
because that is the term employed by Shafer-Landau (2003). I am assuming that Shafer-Landau is attributing to a ‘conceptual truth’ all the
properties of an ‘analytic truth’. Further, if you worry about the concept
of ‘conceptual truth‘, you could probably run the argument in terms of
‘a priori truth’ instead. That being said, it is the version I present in the
text that has received philosophical attention.
10
The ontological status of ‘x’ is left undefined; it can be an action, a
person, or perhaps something else; nothing will hinge on this for the
purposes of this article.
11
‘Underlying’ is here used metaphorically; the technical term is ‘subvene’. It is not so that one necessarily should think of the supervenience base as the more fundamental property or substance. However,
in the case of natural properties, and any properties or facts that might
supervene on these, someone might want to say that the natural properties are the fundamental ones. The natural might be considered more
fundamental, because it might exist without the moral, but not vice
versa. Nothing important in the further discussion will hinge on this,
however.
12
There are various complicating issues surrounding the supervenience
relation, and of particular variants of it (individual vs. global, intraworld vs. inter-world, and so on). I won’t address any such issues
here (though it may be noted that I generally speak of individual and
intra-world supervenience), but see McLaughlin & Bennett (2011) for
discussion.
13
The example is taken from Shafer-Landau (2003:74–5). I have
1

changed the names to protect privacy.
14 Ignore complications related to differences with respect to extrinsic
properties. To eliminate these, we could move Anne and Carol to different possible worlds, but that would involve wrinkles of necessity that
we do not need to address here (Shafer-Landau and most commentators
ignore these as well).
15
There are aspects of this argument I cannot discuss here, and I won’t
be addressing problems specific to inter-world construals of the supervenience relation in the main text, but note on it here: Couldn’t, at least
in two different possible worlds, the moral properties vary independently of the natural, so that Anne acts rightly, and Carol does not? This
raises questions about the necessity of moral supervenience. If the distribution of moral properties can differ between naturally duplicate worlds
(maybe because of (moral) individual-specific properties (haecceities)),
then (1) the non-naturalist owes us an explanation of how we can know
moral facts with our naturally constituted epistemological capacities,
because I take it to be an indisputable fact that we do know some moral
propositions, and (2) owes us an account of the relationship between
the moral and naturally specifiable phenomena such as agency, desires,
motivation, and so on – without doubt, these things play an essential
role for the nature of the moral, and it is hard to see how they could do
that if morality depended on non-natural properties, given that desires,
motivation and so on are definably natural.
16
The notion of a “maximal natural property” will have to be left unsatisfactorily defined, as it is in Blackburn’s presentation. However, we
can say that it is a description of some non-moral properties of A that is
sufficient to make any action with these properties have the same moral
status as that action. So it guarantees that for any action A, if A has N,
and N is the maximally natural property that determines ‘wrong’, then
A is wrong.
17
It is important to distinguish this N from NMAX.
18
And rightly so; if you do not accept (LE), and thus hold that there are
conceptual truths of this form, then one could provide a semantic and
metaphysical reduction of the moral to the natural. That would make
non-naturalism unmotivated.
19
Note that this is one of two questions one might ask here. The other
is whether goodness entails conductivity to greater happiness. For
Moore’s purposes, it is sufficient that one of these questions is open.
However, the Open Question argument sets out from the question
stated in the main text.
20
A stronger version of Moore’s argument would state that the same fact
holds for particular situations. Suppose, for instance, that we consider
reducing pain under a surgical operation by giving an inexpensive pill
which has no side-effects (and so on), when the alternative non-drugged
surgery would yield massive pain. This version of Moore’s argument
seems more vulnerable, for can one really, without conceptual confusion, deny that reducing pain is good under these circumstances? We
will not pursue this line, but note that this matters for whether the
Open Question argument targets type-identity, or token-identity,
theses.
21
Interestingly, the commitment to the Open Question argument and
(LE) is related to the Humean is/ought-distinction. There not being any
properties such that it is a conceptual truth that anything with certain
natural properties must have certain moral ones, we can explain why
certain inference patterns won’t bring us from how things are, to how
they ought to be. This is because certain inferences are blocked.
22
But see part (III) for some general considerations about the structure
of the argument.
23
See Mabrito (2005) for an application of Gibbard’s (2003) theory of
‘plan-making’ as the fundamental process of morality to show why (S)
and (LE) should be true at the same time. The virtue of this theory is
that the ‘nature’ of morality ends up explaining, by entailing, (S) and
(LE).
24 Judith Jarvis Thomson (2006) explains the dominance of expressivSOME EXPLANATORY DEFECTS OF MORAL NON-NATURALISM
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ism in the first half of the 20th century as attempts to answer Moore’s
Open Question argument. After Kripke (1980), the Open Question
argument has been much more disputed, but it (or something like it) is
still accepted by many parties of the debate.
25
Whether one needs to fix the laws depends on one’s theory of supervenience and metaphysical and physical laws, and on whether our relation is intra- or inter-world.
26
The presentation of this point is indebted to Mabrito (2005), whose
paper on pretty much the same topic as mine I discovered after having
written much of the paper. His clarity made this part of my paper better, however.
27
We can accept this because we will later reject that (M1), an instantiation of (GEN), explains (S). That wouldn’t make (M1) false – it would
just make it uninteresting with respect to the supervenience argument.
28
There are more complex issues. Maybe one can show that there is
one fundamental question that must be answered for all the others to
make sense. Then the theory that can answer this one question wins.
However, I do not see that this is the case in the domains discussed here
– and maybe it is never the case (cf. Quine 1951).
29
Ridge (2007) has already made these observations, and has more to
say about it than I can here. We switch from talking about the content
of concepts, and to the reference of predicates, because, by construing the matters as brute facts about concepts, we cannot formulate the
problem at that level anymore. Yet, as this example is supposed to show,
the problem isn’t (completely) gone. In a sense, this is just a re-iteration
of Blackburn’s challenge, which shows that the underlying problems
won’t go away by appealing to brute fact.
30
Maybe logic, and all other sources of metaphysical constraints, are
up for debate and should be evaluated abductively, or maybe some are
brute logical/metaphysical truths, e.g. the law of non-contradiction. In
general, I am positive to a thoroughly abductive approach to philosophical matters, yet I’m uncertain whether all domains are “made equal”:
Should our preferences for moral realism affect what we take to be the
best logical theory, for instance? This brings in questions of the priority
of some domains in an abductive enterprise, a can of worms I will try to
avoid, but I hope it can be respected that I must hold some things fixed
for this paper to be written.
31
Wedgwood can hold this because he is working with a modal logic,
B, that is weaker than what is standard (S4).
32
However, see Schmidt and Schroeder (ms) for a critique of this move.
Also, there might be theoretical costs of the logic Wedgwood commits
himself to by holding these views.
33
Aesthetics might be claimed to parallel morality with respect to supervenience, though as far as I know there is less agreement about this.
34
I would again like to stress the importance of evaluating these kinds
of need for explanation arguments holistically: For instance, as Jørgen
Dyrstad has stressed to me, many theories on the nature of mathematics and the truth of mathematical theorems will have to posit certain
mathematical axioms as brute metaphysical facts. Side-stepping the
issue of accounting for these truths within a possible worlds theory of
propositions, it is clear that such metaphysical brute facts get their credence from the general theoretical superiority of this theory over others.
In light of this, let me rehearse an important point: It is the overall
theoretical tenability we are evaluating, so therefore I am keeping other
things fixed between non-naturalism and the competitors. In our case,
expressivism. Thus: I do acknowledge that the problem I have been
trying to stress can be overcome if non-naturalism shows itself to be
theoretically superior in all (or most) other respects. My main concern
in this part has been to get clear on what kind of dialectical moves that
can be made, and I do not think there is an illuminating analog between DCT and moral realism on the one hand, and moral realism and
expressivism on the other.
35
I would like to express my deepest gratitude to Jørgen Dyrstad, whose
tireless dedication and superior rigor and sophistication has put this
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text, and myself, through the necessary hardship and distress to shape
up both the paper and myself. Without that help, the flaws of this paper
would have been significantly graver.
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