


A DEFENSE OF MACKIE'S MORAL ERROR THEORY: ESSAYS ON
THE ARGUMENT FROM QUEERNESS AND FORMULATION PROBLEMS

_______________

A Thesis

Presented to

The Faculty of the Department 

of Philosophy

University of Houston

_______________

In Partial Fulfillment

Of the Requirements for the Degree of

Masters of Arts

_______________

By

Adrian Scholl

May 2015



A DEFENSE OF MACKIE'S MORAL ERROR THEORY: ESSAYS ON 
THE ARGUMENT FROM QUEERNESS AND FORMULATION PROBLEMS

_________________________
Adrian Scholl

APPROVED:

_________________________
           David K. Phillips, Ph.D.

Committee Chair

_________________________
Tamler Sommers, Ph.D.

_________________________
D. Justin Coates, Ph.D.

_________________________
Steven G. Craig, Ph.D.
Interim Dean, College of Liberal Arts and Social Sciences
Department of Economics

ii



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This thesis was developed as a result of countless conversations with John Fensel, Kyle

Landrum, and David Phillips. If it were not for them, the thesis would not exist, and so I

am deeply grateful to them. For their invaluable comments on drafts, I wish to thank

Justin Coates, John Fensel, James Garson, Pavel Nitchovski, David Phillips, and Tamler

Sommers. Without those comments, this would not be the work it is. Lastly, I would like

to thank my parents, Mary Ann and Russell Scholl, for everything they have done for me

to make this thesis possible.

iii



A DEFENSE OF MACKIE'S MORAL ERROR THEORY: ESSAYS ON
THE ARGUMENT FROM QUEERNESS AND FORMULATION PROBLEMS

_______________

An Abstract of

A Thesis

Presented to

The Faculty of the Department 

of Philosophy

University of Houston

_______________

In Partial Fulfillment

Of the Requirements for the Degree of

Masters of Arts

_______________

By

Adrian Scholl

May 2015

iv



ABSTRACT

In Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong,  J. L. Mackie argues that, while our moral

claims point “to something objectively prescriptive,” no such things exist and thus “these

claims are all false” (Mackie 1977). A number of issues with Mackie's articulation of

“moral error theory” have cast doubt on the view. This work defends two essential claims

of moral error theory: the claim that moral facts would be queer, and that all moral claims

would be false. In response to the claim that moral facts would be queer, several eminent

philosophers have developed metaphysical accounts of moral facts that apparently avoid

any queerness  (Nagel  1997,  Putnam 2004,  Parfit  2011,  Scanlon  2014). According  to

them,  moral  facts  exist  without  ontological  robustness,  so  they  would  not  be  queer.

However,  once  the  argument  from queerness  is  more  clearly  articulated,  it  becomes

apparent that the queerness of moral facts is not that they are ontologically robust, but

that they are additional fundamental ontological commitments. Thus, even if facts can

exist non-robustly, moral facts are queer. It has also been suggested that the central thesis

of moral error theory that “all moral claims are false” may entail a contradiction (Sinnott-

Armstrong 2006, Pigden 2010, Olson 2014). There are two separate problems that could

both lead to a contradiction. The first problem can be solved by formulating the central

thesis of error theory as “All positive moral claims are false” and the second problem can

be solved by redefining the deontic definition of permissibility as the following: an action

is permissible if and only if that action is not wrong and there is some action that is

wrong.
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0.   Introduction

The term error theory is used to describe any theory that we have systematically

false  beliefs  in  some  area.  Moral  error  theory,  then,  is  the  theory  that  we  have

systematically false moral beliefs. However, it is possible to have different types of moral

error theories since there are different ways in which we could have systematically false

moral  beliefs.  For example,  on Jonas Olson's  reading,  while  David Hume is  a moral

realist because he believes that there are moral facts, he is also a moral error theorist

because he believes that we are mistaken in our widespread meta-moral belief that the

truth-makers of our moral claims are mind-independent (Olson 2014). In this work, the

focus will be on Mackie's version of moral error theory, and so “error theory” will be

used exclusively to indicate his theory.

According  to  Mackie,  “most  people  in  making  moral  judgments  implicitly

claim...to be pointing to something objectively prescriptive” (Mackie 1977, 35). Unlike

Hume, Mackie endorsed this commonly accepted meta-moral belief that the truth-makers

of our moral claims would have to be mind-independent and objective. Specifically, he

believed these truth-makers would be “objective values” that would be different from

ordinary values in that they would be “part of the fabric of the world” (15). While it is

important to capture the different aspects of our concept of moral facts, such as them

being objective and prescriptive,  an error theorist  would ideally refrain from offering

their own account, as Mackie does, of what specifically moral claims attempt to pick out.

The strongest defense of error theory would use the best available account of what moral
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facts entail and reject  that. Throughout this work, I will use the convention of “MORAL

FACT” in all capitalization to refer to whatever the truth-maker of moral facts might be,

with the sole condition that they be objectively prescriptive, and I will use “moral fact” to

indicate a true moral claim.

Error theory follows from the acceptance of two claims. As described above, the

conceptual claim is that “most people in making moral judgments implicitly claim...to be

pointing to something objectively prescriptive” (35). Mackie argues that this “claim to

objectivity...has been incorporated in the basic, conventional, meanings of moral terms”

(35). The second premise is the  nihilistic claim that “there are no objective values [i.e.

MORAL FACTS]” (15). From these two claims, the conclusion follows that “[moral] claims

are all false” (35). We can formalize error theory as the following:

1. IF an moral claim is true, THEN a MORAL FACT exists.

2. No MORAL FACTS exist.

3. Thus, all moral claims are false.

As stated above, error theory assumes that, whatever they might be, MORAL FACTS must at

least  be  objectively  prescriptive.  This  assumption  is  certainly  not  uncontroversial.

Defending this conceptual claim is beyond the scope of this work; however, I will very

briefly discuss how Mackie motivates it.

Mackie  points  out  that  most  moral  realists  throughout  history—such as  Plato,

Immanuel Kant, Henry Sidgwick, Samuel Clarke, and Richard Price—accepted the claim

to objectivity (30-31). Furthermore, he argues that the claim to objectivity is embedded in

the meaning of moral terms as used by non-philosophers. In support of this, he considers

how the two theories that reject the claim to objectivity, non-cognitivism and naturalism,
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are each inadequate at capturing ordinary intuitions about moral claims. On the one hand,

non-cognitivism fails to capture the intuition of objectivity, that there is “something more

external to the make of moral judgments, more authoritative over both him and those of

or to whom he speaks” (32). On the other hand, naturalism “is wholly relative to desires

or possible satisfactions of the person or persons whose actions are to be guided...[and

thus] leaves out the categorical [i.e. prescriptive] quality of moral requirements” (33).

Assuming  that  the  conceptual  claim  is  true,  the  nihilistic  claim  also  requires

support.  Mackie  gives  three  general  arguments  for  it.  The  argument  from  moral

projectivism is the argument that our moral beliefs are best explained by our projection of

our emotional dispositions onto the world, rather than a recognition of MORAL FACTS (42-

46). The argument from relativity is based on the empirical observation that moral beliefs

vary significantly across nations, social  groups,  and individuals. Contrary to what we

might expect if there were objective MORAL FACTS, disagreement on certain moral issues

(ex. abortion, euthanasia, etc.) seems as if it cannot be resolved even if both parties were

fully  informed  regarding  all  the  relevant  non-moral  facts  (36-38).  Both  of  these

arguments are simply inferences to the best explanation given empirical observations.

The problem with these arguments is that they are not thought to be strong enough

to outweigh the widespread and powerful conviction that there  are indeed true moral

claims.  In  order  to  motivate  the  nihilistic  claim,  an  argument  would  ideally  target  a

specific problem with MORAL FACTS that would make them “ontologically problematic or

mysterious in ways that make recognition of them theoretically costly” (Olson 2014, 75).

If  an  argument  could  demonstrate  that  MORAL FACTS are  unjustifiably  costly  to  our
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ontologies,  then  that  would  be  support  for  the  nihilistic  claim.  The  argument  from

queerness is intended to be precisely such an argument.

In response to the argument  that  moral  facts  would be queer,  several  eminent

philosophers have developed metaphysical accounts of moral facts that apparently avoid

any queerness (Nagel 1997, Putnam 2004, Parfit 2011, Scanlon 2014). In Chapter 1, I

will defend the argument from queerness from these metaphysical accounts. Even if it

can be demonstrated that moral facts are queer, error theory would still fail if it entailed a

contradiction. In Chapter 2, I will consider two different formulation problems for error

theory and present solutions to both of them.
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1.   Argument from Queerness Defended 

“If  there  were  objective  values,  then  they  would  be  entities  or  qualities  or

relations  of  a  very  strange  sort,  utterly  different  from  anything  else  in  the

universe.” 

- J. L. Mackie, Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong

At the center of J. L. Mackie's support for moral error theory is his argument that

moral facts would entail queer “objective values” (Mackie 1977). However, the idea of

objective values is rather unique to his work, and most modern moral theorists believe

that moral claims are to be understood in terms of reasons. This raises a question of how

to  modernize  the  argument  from  queerness.  An  additional  interpretive  issue  is  that

Mackie did not even explain why queerness would require a rejection of moral facts. He

simply states that all of our moral claims entail queer objective values and, therefore, are

false.  The first  aim of this  chapter is  to clarify these interpretative issues and clearly

articulate the argument from queerness.

Largely in  response  to  Mackie's  argument,  several  eminent  philosophers  have

developed  metaphysical  accounts  of  moral  facts  that  apparently  avoid  ontological

problems  (Nagel  1997,  Putnam 2004,  Parfit  2011,  Scanlon  2014).  They believe  that

Mackie's  worry  is  the  result  of  a  mistaken  belief  that  true  claims  entail  “robust”

ontological  commitments,  where  the  exemplar  of  robustness  is  physical  objects.

According to them, moral facts exist without ontological robustness, so they would not be
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queer at all. This position has been called quietist normative realism (McPherson 2011,

Enoch 2011). Scanlon has notably developed an extensive quietist account according to

which only domain-specific standards, which may or may not require robustness, dictate

our ontological commitments (Scanlon 2014). In this  chapter,  I  will  explicate quietist

normative realism and, in particular, Scanlon's account.

Quietist  normative  realists  assume that  moral  facts  are  queer  only if  they are

“ontologically  robust,”  but,  as  I  will  argue,  moral  facts  are  queer  simply  by  being

additional  fundamental  ontological  commitments,  regardless  of  their  ontological

robustness. Thus, even if facts can exist non-robustly, moral facts are queer. More will be

needed to be said in order to fully defend the argument from queerness. Without domain-

general standards that limit our ontology, Scanlon's account would avoid the elimination

of even queer posits. However, his account faces a dilemma. If we fail to impose domain-

general standards, then we would have no way of rejecting non-contradictory ontological

commitments that we would ordinarily wish to reject. On the other hand, if we impose

any  sort  of  domain-general  standards,  then  the  normative  domain  faces  elimination

because it entails queer ontological posits. The upshot of this is that quietist normative

realism does not escape the argument from queerness at all.

1.1 Argument from Queerness

The general strategy of the argument from queerness is to demonstrate some way

in  which  MORAL FACTS are  queer.  Mackie  actually  shifts  between  several  different

arguments when trying to make his case (Mackie 1977). Olson, correctly in my opinion,
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distinguishes four different arguments in Mackie's original work that each might explain

the queerness (Olson 2014). The four “queerness arguments” are 1) MORAL FACTS would

require  a  special  faculty of perception,  2)  MORAL FACTS must  somehow supervene on

natural properties, 3)  MORAL FACTS are intrinsically motivating, and 4)  MORAL FACTS are

intrinsically action-guiding. I cannot critically explore each queerness argument in any

depth here, but I will very briefly sketch how the first three appear to fail. My aim is not

to prove that these queerness arguments fail but rather simply to motivate the idea that the

strongest queerness argument is that MORAL FACTS are intrinsically action-guiding.

The first way in which  MORAL FACTS may be queer is that they might require a

special faculty of perception because MORAL FACTS cannot be observed through our five

senses. One version of this argument might be that moral knowledge requires a special

faculty because we come to all of our knowledge through our senses. However, as we can

demonstrate with mathematical and logical deductions, we can come to new knowledge

independently of our senses. Mackie even admits in a later work that “there is no need to

think  of  this  'special  faculty'  as  a  separate  organ of  the  mind”  (Mackie  1980,  147).

Modern moral theorists  believe that we discover  MORAL FACTS through our faculty of

reason. It  is thought that this faculty of reason allows us to engage in deductive and

inductive reasoning, to come to logical and moral axioms, and to be sensitive to non-

moral and moral reasons for action. We do not normally think that our faculty of reason is

queer.  If  this  is  correct,  and  we  could  use  it  to  come  to  MORAL FACTS,  then  the

epistemological queerness argument would fail.

A second way in which MORAL FACTS may be queer is that they would have some
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co-occurring relationship with certain natural  properties  such that  a  change in  MORAL

FACTS would  dictate a respective change in natural properties,  and vice versa.  Such a

relationship  of  supervenience  is  found  in  other  areas  of  philosophy.  For  example,  a

change in mental facts is thought to necessitate a change in neurological facts. A common

explanation of supervenience is that one set of facts is reducible to the other; however, as

was briefly discussed earlier, a reduction of moral facts to natural facts would eliminate

the prescriptive element. The queerness might instead be captured by Hume's dictum,

which is that two distinct properties cannot have a supervenient relationship (Olson 2014,

92).  However,  Hume’s  dictum  is  far  from  uncontroversial,  as  demonstrated  by  the

epiphenomenal thought that distinct and irreducible mental properties may supervene on

natural properties. If supervenience is indeed queer, then it appears to be so because of

metaphysical issues that generalize well beyond MORAL FACTS (93-95).1

A third way in which moral facts may be queer is that they somehow motivate us

to act in accordance with them. Olson convincingly interprets Mackie as arguing that

MORAL FACTS themselves, not our moral judgments, would have to motivate us when we

come  to  know  them (111-112).  Intrinsically  motivating,  mind-independent  properties

would indeed be quite queer.  However,  it  is  not at  all  apparent  that  moral  realism is

committed to this position. Minimally, the realist may simply say that moral facts are one

thing and our motivation to act in accordance with them is an entirely different thing.

This  would not be completely satisfactory,  though, since it  is  a  conceptual  truth that

moral  facts  have  some  intimate  connection  to  motivation.  However,  our  belief  that

motivation co-occurs  with putatively moral  facts  could  be explained by a  number of

1 For more on supervenience queerness, see (Horgan & Timmons 1992).
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psychological or evolutionary accounts. Even further, the realist may argue that an agent

would be motivated by a moral fact if they were rational (Smith 1994). Thus, it does not

seem that moral  realism is  committed to the claim that  MORAL FACTS, by themselves,

motivate us.2

Mackie unfortunately obscured the fourth queerness argument by conflating the

queerness of intrinsic motivation with that of being intrinsically action-guiding. There are

several other terms that have been used to pick out this  latter  metaphysical property:

MORAL FACTS are  demanding,  authoritative,  binding,  categorically  imperative,

prescriptive, and obligatory. The idea is that moral facts exert some sort of normative

force upon moral agents such that they ought to act in accordance with those facts. The

consensus in the literature is that the best case for the queerness of MORAL FACTS is that

they would have normative force (Garner 1990, Joyce 2001, Olson 2014). 

The idea that normative force would be queer requires a bit of clarification. All

the time we place ourselves in obligations by making promises to friends and family.

Similarly, we are bound by certain rules when we play chess or sports. These cases are

crucially different than cases of substantial normative force because the former cases can

be captured solely with natural facts: our obligation from a promise just consists of the

motivation we have to not disappoint others, our being bound by rules just consists of the

motivation we have to participate in a socially constructed game, etc. In other words, they

can be described without  any reference to normative force.  In contrast, MORAL FACTS

require reference to normative force because any attempt to do otherwise would leave out

the mind-independent prescriptivity that moral facts are ordinarily thought to entail.

2 For more on motivational queerness, see (Sinnott-Armstrong 2010).
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This brings us to identifying what exactly  MORAL FACTS are such that they exert

normative force on agents. The growing consensus in metaethics is that moral claims are

part  of a broader category of normative claims that are to be understood in terms of

reasons, which are defined as “facts that count in favor of some action” (Scanlon 2014,

Parfit 2011). For example, the fact that a knife is sharp is a reason to not run our finger

across  it.  Normative  anti-realists  would  understand  this  reason  as  reducible  to  a

counterfactual claim about natural facts: if we desired not to be harmed, then we would

not run our finger across the knife. Normative realists instead believe that reasons are

irreducible.  They would ordinarily defend claims such as  the following:  the fact  that

stabbing someone would hurt them is a reason for us to not stab them irrespective of any

desire we might have. The reason would be irreducible because its “counting in favour

of” relation is “not reducible to an action's property of being a means to the satisfaction

of some desire, or an action's property of being in accord with some rule or norm” (Olson

2014).  Since  reducible  reasons  only  exist  contingently  upon  things  such  as  desires,

irreducibility is necessary to explain the objectivity of moral facts. If this is correct, then

MORAL FACTS are irreducible normative relations.

Now that we have an understanding of what MORAL FACTS might be, we can return

to the argument that such things would be queer. It is easy to misunderstand the argument

by assuming that “queerness” indicates something superficially strange. This has been

called “sheer queerness” (Enoch 2011, Olson 2014). There are numerous different things

that are superficially queer that we nonetheless believe exist: “I find neutrinos, aardvarks,

infinite  sequences  of  objects,  and  (most  pertinently)  impressionist  paintings  peculiar
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kinds of entities; but I do not expect nuclear physics, zoology, formal semantics or art

history to pay much regard to that” (Platts 1980). However, this superficial queerness

dissipates upon closer inspection: “When we reflect on how [prima facie queer things] fit

into  the  natural  order  of  things  it  is  unlikely that  we will  continue  to  view them as

queer…[because] they are actually parts of [our] best explanations” (Olson 2014, 87). In

contrast, the queerness of MORAL FACTS is not discharged by careful reflection.

As  Mackie  says,  MORAL FACTS would  be  queer  because  they  are  “entities  or

qualities or relations of a very strange sort,  utterly different from anything else in the

universe”  (Mackie 1977, 38, emphasis added). They are not “utterly different” simply

because their superficial features are different or even incomparable to anything else, but

rather because they cannot be explained by our other ontological commitments:

“...moral facts would be “queer”, in that unlike other facts they cannot be explained in terms of arrangements

of matter, or logical constructions out of sense-data, or whatever the particular theorist takes to be the general

form of real things.” (Mackie 1946)

This would mean that the queerness of MORAL FACTS comes from the fact that they cannot

be explained by the ontological commitments of our other theories. 

Respective  to  the  ontological  commitments  of  physics,  a  posit  of  a  new sub-

atomic physical particle would be an additional ontological commitment, and that fact

should lead us to accept its existence only if we have sufficient evidence in support of it.

For example, think of the massive international effort using the Large Hadron Collider

that was carried out to  find sufficient  evidence to  support  the inclusion of the Higgs

boson in the Standard Model of particle physics. 

However, additional particles, such as the Higgs boson, would nevertheless still
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share  certain  features  (i.e.  mass,  causality,  etc.)  with  the  existing  ontological

commitments of physics. In contrast, MORAL FACTS would not share any of these features.

This  would make them additional  fundamental ontological  commitments,  because we

would  need  to  posit  an  entirely  new  ontological  domain  with  a  unique  feature  of

normative force. So, MORAL FACTS are queer in that they would be additional fundamental

ontological commitments.3 “Fundamental” should not be confused here with fundamental

particles, but rather it indicates a new type of ontological commitment. However difficult

we think it is to support the existence of an additional ontological commitment, such as

the Higgs boson, it should be dramatically more difficult to support the existence of an

additional fundamental ontological commitment.

The argument from queerness seems to move from the claim that MORAL FACTS are

additional fundamental ontological commitments to the claim that no such things exist.

This move may be questioned. Mackie says virtually nothing about how the queerness of

MORAL FACTS should lead us to rejecting their existence. It is only by reconstructing his

conclusion  that  we  get  the  following  statement:  the  queerness  of  MORAL FACTS is  a

“consideration that favour[s] moral skepticism” which is “the denial of objective moral

values” (Mackie 1977, 48-49). Something being an additional fundamental ontological

commitment is the most fundamental theoretical posit that we can make and so should be

extremely difficult to justify. To capture this, we may express the idea as the following:

3 While I developed this interpretation of the argument from queerness while reading Olson's work (Olson 2014), I
believe  that  he  and  I  disagree  here.  In  several  places,  he  seems  to  suggest  that  MORAL FACTS would  be
metaphysically objectionable by themselves. If this were true, then it would simply follow from that fact that MORAL

FACTS would  be  different  from natural  ontological  commitments,  which  are  not  thought  to  be  metaphysically
objectionable. In contrast, I believe that all queerness means in the context of error theory is that something would
be an additional fundamental ontological commitment. I believe this interpretation of the argument from queerness
is preferable because it explains the queerness rather than leaving it “at a bedrock metaphysical level [wherein it] is
difficult for error theorists to convince those who find nothing queer about irreducible normativity” (136).
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MORAL FACTS being additional fundamental ontological commitments is a consideration

that strongly favors their denial.

However,  it  is  necessary  that  we  posit  some fundamental  ontological

commitments  in  order  to  understand  our  universe.  For  example,  the  ontological

commitments of physics are widely accepted because physics is considered to be one of

our best (if not the best of our) explanatory theories. Likewise, it may be argued that we

posit  an additional  fundamental  ontological commitment in order to  explain morality,

which is a pervasive phenomenon in our lives. However, the argument from queerness is

not that we should not have any fundamental ontological commitments. The argument is

that we place very high demands on any proposed fundamental ontological commitment

before accepting it. If there is an equally powerful explanation of a phenomenon that does

not require positing an additional fundamental ontological commitment, then we have

strong reason to not accept that ontological commitment.

In order to deny a fundamental ontological commitment, it must be the case that

those fundamental ontological commitments are dispensable to our best theories. This

idea can be captured by Ockham's Razor:

OR: Entities should not be multiplied unnecessarily.

If  MORAL FACTS are queer, then that puts enormous weight on our endorsement of them.

Specifically, we ought to reject them unless they are proven to be indispensable to our

best explanatory theories.

This  discussion  allows  us  to  formalize  the  argument  from  queerness  as  the

following:

1. MORAL FACTS are queer (i.e. additional fundamental ontological commitments).
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2. MORAL FACTS are dispensable (i.e. our best explanatory theories do not require them).

3. IF any ontological posit is queer and dispensable, THEN we should to reject its existence.

4. We should reject the existence of MORAL FACTS.4

In formalizing the argument from queerness in this way, I do not mean to suggest that

Mackie had this explicit formalization of his argument in mind. I am instead arguing that

this formalization is the best way to understand the argument that he initially offered.

It  has traditionally been thought  that Mackie's  argument from queerness relies

upon metaphysical naturalism,  i.e. the view that the natural sciences dictate all of our

ontological  commitments, so  one  objection  to  this  formalization  is  that  it  makes  no

reference  to  metaphysical  naturalism.  However,  as Jonas  Olson  argues,  “there  is  no

necessary connection between the argument from queerness and naturalistic ontologies”

(Olson 2014). Support for this can be found in the aforementioned quote from Mackie:

“moral facts...cannot be explained in terms of...whatever the particular theorist takes to

be the general form of real things” (Mackie 1946, emphasis added).

The formalization of the argument from queerness offered here perfectly captures

the desired neutrality on the metaphysical debate. It leaves open the possibility that non-

natural fundamental ontological commitments, such as  MORAL FACTS or numbers, might

exist.  If  sufficient  evidence  supported  the  existence  of  non-natural  ontological

commitments, then the argument from queerness would  not lead us to reject them. The

evidential pressure placed upon any additional fundamental commitments is immense.
4 One may charge the error theorist with self-refutation for advocating that one should do anything. This is a common

mistake that results from interpreting all “should” claims as having substantial normative force. While it is true that
error theory denies all normative should claims, it is not necessarily true that all should claims are normative.
Without being in error, an error theorist may employ should claims that are reducible to natural facts, such as
counterfactuals. For example, the claim “You should drink from that fountain” would come out to mean “If you
were thirsty, then you would drink from that fountain.” In taking this position, the error theorist is not claiming that
we ordinarily use should claims in this way, but that should claims can be used in this way without committing
error.  However,  descriptive  should  claims  would  function  quite  differently  than  normative  should  claims.
Normative should claims are often used in cases in which no individual (or group) has any desire that would be
satisfied by the action. These are precisely the claims that the error theorist thinks are false.
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However, whether or not we reject an additional fundamental ontological commitment is

entirely dependent on the further debate over the dispensability (or indispensability) of

the ontological commitment in question.

1.2 Quietist Normative Realism

In the first section of this chapter, I argued that the queerness of MORAL FACTS is

that they would be additional fundamental ontological commitments. In his argument that

MORAL FACTS would be queer, Mackie tried to illustrate the queerness:

“Plato’s Forms give a dramatic picture of what objective values would have to be. The Form of the Good is

such that knowledge of it provides the knower with both a direction and an overriding motive; something’s

being good both tells the person who knows this to pursue it and makes him pursue it.” (Mackie 1977, 40)

This passage is an example of Mackie's conflation of motivation and normativity, but I

will put that issue aside. More important to our current discussion, he suggests that the

ontology of  MORAL FACTS would be like Platonic objects in that  MORAL FACTS would be

non-temporal, non-spatial abstract objects. Since it is uncontroversial that non-temporal,

non-spatial  abstract  objects  are  queer  (read:  additional  fundamental  ontological

commitments), it would follow from these two claims that MORAL FACTS would be queer.

The primary strategy used to block this conclusion is to deny that moral facts

entail robust ontological commitments. This position has been called quietist normative

realism (McPherson  2011,  Enoch  2011).  Although  the  concept  of  “ontological

robustness” will hopefully become clearer as it is discussed, physical and Platonic objects

are classic examples. Even if moral facts did not entail robust ontological commitments,

though, that does not mean that they do not entail  MORAL FACTS, which are the simply
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truth-makers of moral claims. However, it  would mean that  MORAL FACTS would not be

ontologically robust. If  MORAL FACTS existed without being ontologically robust, then it

would seem that they would not be queer at all.

Quietist normative realism relies upon a broader denial of a classical theory of

truth. According to this theory, which I will call robust realism, true claims must pick out

some ontologically robust entity that exists in the world. Platonism is an early occurrence

of this “idea that if a claim is objectively true, then there have to be objects to which the

claim ‘corresponds’” (Putnam 2004, his emphasis). This would mean that “if there are no

obvious natural objects whose properties would make the claim true,” such as is the case

with mathematical and normative claims, “then there must be some non-natural objects

to play the role  of ‘truth-maker’” (Putnam 2004, his  emphasis).  Platonism holds that

these objects must exist in the world even though they would not exist spatio-temporally.

Numbers,  for instance,  would exist  in a non-spatial,  non-temporal realm, which often

leads to the pejorative charge that they would exist “in Plato’s heaven.”

In contrast, quietist normative realists defend the claim that truth-makers need not

exist as objects in our world, but they nevertheless would exist in some non-robust sense.

This broader metaphysical position may simply be called quietist realism. Parfit defends

quietist realism by listing examples of things we ordinarily say exist, even though we do

not think they exist as objects  in the world: “Facts, meanings, laws of nature, nations,

wars,  famines,  overdrafts,  symphonies,  fashions,  numbers,  and reasons”  (Parfit  2011,

456). Numbers present a particularly compelling case: “Nothing could be truer than the

truths that 2 is greater than 1, that 2 + 2 = 4, and that there are prime numbers greater
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than 100. Not even God could make these claims false. For such claims to be true, there

must be a sense in which there are numbers, or in which numbers exist,” (479). It seems

completely natural to say that numbers really exist, but, if robust realism is true, then this

would require that numbers exist as objects in the world. Parfit denies this and argues that

“there are some claims that are, in the strongest sense, true, but these truths have no

positive ontological implications" (479). He believes that,  like numbers,  MORAL FACTS

exist “in a non-ontological sense” (480).

Putnam uses a different argument in order to establish a similar conclusion when

he argues that the concept “exist” has different and incompatible meanings, and that we

adopt  one  meaning  over  another  only  as  a  matter  of  convention  (Putnam 2004).  In

defense of this claim, Putnam contrasts our ordinary concept of physical objects with that

of mereological objects. In mereology, “the ‘sum’...of any two things…[is counted] as a

further ‘thing.’ For example, the sum of my nose and the Eiffel Tower is regarded as a

perfectly good object in mereology” (Putnam 2004, his emphasis). Imagine a universe in

which,  according to  common sense,  there  are  three  objects.  According to  mereology,

however, the objects would exist  and their sums would exist; there would ultimately be

seven objects that exist (Putnam 2004). Putnam believes that “it is  literally a matter of

convention whether we decide to say that [things] exist” (Putnam 2004, his emphasis). If

our  concept  of  “existence”  is  relative  to  different  conceptual  schemes,  as  Putnam

suggests, then the claim that “MORAL FACTS exist” is equally as valid as the claim that

“physical objects exist,” even though the meaning of existence switches between robust

and non-robust conceptual schemes.
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It seems as if Parfit and Putnam draw different conclusions from their respective

arguments, which might lead one to doubt that they could be grouped together under a

single banner. Parfit concludes that moral facts exist “in a non-ontological sense” (Parfit

2011, 486), which implies that he maintains the idea of ontology for physical objects. In

contrast, Putnam seems to want to do away with the entire discipline of ontology. He

writes an “obituary on Ontology” saying that it “has become a stinking corpse” (Putnam

2004). After giving similar arguments, Scanlon seems to draw even another conclusion

that all things that exist, even MORAL FACTS, are in some sense ontological. In what sense

can these seemingly different conclusions be unified under a singular theory?

The apparent disagreement can be dissolved by clarifying how each of them is

using  the  term “ontology.”  In  explaining  his  idea  that  MORAL FACTS exist  “in a  non-

ontological sense,” Parfit says that MORAL FACTS exist in a “wide, general sense” and not a

“narrow actualist sense [in which things] actually exist as concrete parts of the spatio-

temporal world” (Parfit 469, his emphasis). So, by “ontology” Parfit means “concrete

parts of the spatio-temporal world.” Putnam even more explicitly says that he is using the

term “Ontology” in “the more traditional” sense of robust realism used by Plato (Putnam

2004). His argument is simply that “existence” is not always meant in this robust sense

but is also used in other equally valid ways. Thus, Parfit and Putnam agree that some

things, such as MORAL FACTS, exist in a non-robust sense.

Although he uses the term “ontology” in a different sense than Parfit and Putnam,

Scanlon agrees that MORAL FACTS exist in a non-robust sense. In discussing Parfit's view

of non-ontological existence, Scanlon says, “[Parfit's] slightly paradoxical-sounding way
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of  putting  the  matter  may  involve  identifying  ontology  with  a  general  domain-

transcending idea...[In contrast,] I am rejecting this general idea of existence and arguing

that genuine ontological questions are all domain-specific” (Scanlon 2014, 24). Scanlon's

usage of ontology is equivalent to Parfit's “wide sense” of existence: by “ontological”

Scanlon means either non-robust or robust existence. Since Putnam explicitly articulated

different senses of the term “ontology,” Scanlon simply says, “I agree with Hilary Putnam

[that there are no domain-general standards for existence]” (25). From this, we can unify

all three of them under the following quietist normative realism claim: MORAL FACTS exist

without ontological robustness.

Not only is he in agreement with Parfit and Putnam, Scanlon uniquely gives a

positive  account  of  how  we  can  understand  ontological  commitments,  robust  or

otherwise. The central passage in which Scanlon explains and motivates his account is

worth quoting in its entirety:

“[O]ur ontological commitments in this general sense do not represent a claim on our part about what

the world contains, in any meaningful sense of “the world.” To say that it does, invites, first worries like

Mackie's,  which  arise  from  taking  these  to  be  commitments  about  the  natural  world,  i.e.  the  physical

universe. And if we respond to this first worry by denying that numbers, say, are part of the natural world,

while still insisting that they are part of “the world” we invite questions about what this shadowy “world” is

to  which  numbers  and perhaps other  non-spatial  entities  all  belong.  It  is  better  to  avoid  such questions

altogether. 

This  move  would  be  mere  evasion  if  there  were  some  general,  domain-independent  conditions  of

“existence” such that the various existential claims made in every domain entail or presuppose that entities of

the kinds they refer to fulfill these conditions. If this were so, then there would be a genuine external question

whether the things to which we are committed actually exist. But there are no such conditions. We make

claims expressed by the existential quantifier in many domains, but what is required to justify any existential

claim, and what follows from such a claim, varies, depending on the kind of thing that is claimed to exist.
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The claim that mountains exist is licensed by and licenses certain other claims about the physical world. The

claim that there exists a number or set of a certain kind is licensed by and licenses certain other mathematical

claims. And in each case that is all there is to say. Nothing more is claimed or required. 

To say this is not to deny that there are important and interesting metaphysical or ontological questions.

It is only to say that these questions are domain-specific—questions about the metaphysics of some particular

domain or domains.” (Scanlon 2014, 24-5)

According  to  Scanlon,  then,  our  ontological  commitments  are  dictated  by  domain-

specific standards. Some of these standards, i.e. those in the physical domain,  require

ontologically  robust  objects  as  truth-makers.  Other  standards,  i.e.  those  in  the

mathematical or normative domains, do not require robustness.5 A crucial further point is

that there are no domain-general standards that require robustness.6

One may wonder why other quietist realists, such as Parfit and Putnam, would

want to endorse Scanlon's account considering that it wholeheartedly endorses the view

that all true claims entail ontological commitments. But, once again, it is important to

understand that Scanlon is using the term “ontological commitment” such that it has no

content beyond what domain-specific standards give it. All quietist realists endorse the

claim that  MORAL FACTS and numbers  exist, albeit non-robustly. The mathematical and

normative domains that Scanlon is articulating are perfect examples of this non-robust

existence. Scanlon is not making any claims about the existence of MORAL FACTS that the

quietist realist would want to reject. He is simply providing a formal account for how we

can  evaluate  all  of  our  claims  about  what  things  exist.  So  long  as  a  quietist  realist

5 This does not mean that the ontological commitments of these non-robust domains would be less real. As Scanlon
says, “For numbers to exist is for them to stand in various relations with other numbers, such as to be the solution
to equations. Similarly, various normative relations give thickness to that domain. My view is not 'minimalist.' It
aims to give normative and mathematical statements exactly the content and 'thickness' that they require when
taken literally: no more and certainly no less” (Scanlon 2014, 28).

6 There are only two domain-general standards that Scanlon explicitly mentions: 1) domain-specific standards dictate
ontology (Scanlon 2014, 25), and 2) there may not be contradictory claims across domains (21).
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endorses  any claims about things existing,  then that would suggest that there is  some

process  for  determining  what  things  do  and  do  not  exist.  Scanlon's  account  simply

supplies the framework for this process, while remaining neutral on how many domains

there are and what the standards are for each domain. An argument against Scanlon's

ontology would amount to the claim that we should not even talk about what things we

think exist.  Not only would such a position be quite difficult  to motivate,  it  is  not a

position that Parfit or Putnam take.

1.3 A Dilemma for Quietist Normative Realism

The  most  obvious  way to  defend  the  argument  from queerness  from quietist

normative  realism is  to  argue  that  MORAL FACTS would be  ontologically  robust.  This

strategy could take two different forms. First, one may argue more generally in defense of

the robust realist view that  all true claims entail some robust ontological object. This

approach has the problem of generalizing well beyond normativity and thus opening itself

up to more opponents. In particular, it would be difficult to argue that numbers must exist

as robust objects. I will not defend such an approach here.

A second way one may defend the claim that MORAL FACTS would be ontologically

robust would be to demonstrate how quietist normative realism in particular fails. David

Enoch and Tristram McPherson defend one such argument in support of robust normative

realism  (McPherson  2011,  Enoch  2011).  They  argue  that,  without  the  ontological

robustness of reasons, Scanlon's account would not be able to deny the legitimacy of

counter-reasons (i.e.  reasons to act in the opposite way that common sense requires).
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Scanlon argues that, if counter-reasons are in conflict with ordinary reasons, then they fall

within the scope of the normative domain.7 Then he says:

“If we currently believe that certain conclusions about reasons are correct, then we will believe that claims

about “counter-reasons” that conflict with these are mistaken. To justify this belief we need to say something

about how lines of thinking that lead to those conclusions go wrong.” (Scanlon 2014, 29)

These counter-reasons could then be rejected simply through rational deliberation, which

is commonly thought to allow us to determine what reasons exist. Scanlon suggests that

“it adds nothing to say that...there is nevertheless a further [robust] metaphysical fact of

the  matter  about  reasons”  (29).  Instead,  all  we would  need to  reject  counter-reasons

would be rational deliberation.

It  seems  that,  whatever  strategy  one  takes,  there  is  not  an  argument  that

satisfactorily  defeats  quietist  normative  realism.  I  concede  that  the  debate  between

quietist and robust realism is a broader metaphysical debate that will eventually be settled

outside of metaethics. This might cause serious worry that one could defend the argument

from queerness without engaging in this larger metaphysical project. However, as I will

now argue, the argument from queerness applies even if quietist realism is true.

Recall from our earlier discussion that the argument from queerness consists of

the following claims: 1) MORAL FACTS are queer, and 2) MORAL FACTS are dispensable, and

3) if any ontological posit is queer and dispensable, then we should reject its existence.

Nowhere in this argument is a claim that the queerness of  MORAL FACTS is that they are

ontologically  robust.  Rather,  the  argument  is  that  MORAL FACTS are  unnecessary

7 From the two domain-general standards that Scanlon explicitly articulates, there is no reason why there could not
be multiple  domains of different  types of defeasible reasons that conflict  but do not contradict.  This suggests
Scanlon implicitly accepts a third domain-general standard: 3) all ontological commitments of the same type fall
under a single ontological domain.
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fundamental ontological commitments. While ontological robustness would be one way

to demonstrate that  MORAL FACTS are additional fundamental ontological commitments,

we can also demonstrate that non-robust MORAL FACTS would be additional fundamental

ontological commitments by pointing out that they cannot be explained by our scientific

or mathematical ontological commitments.

At  first  it  might  not  be  quite  clear  why non-robust  ontological  commitments

would be problematic. It is quite clear that there is something ontologically problematic

with numbers or MORAL FACTS existing in some sort of non-spatiotemporal realm that we

nevertheless can access through our faculty of reason. Such entities would have robust

existence that we would not have a clear way of explaining. In contrast, non-robust facts

would simply validate our claims (about morality, numbers, etc.) without requiring any

further story of what the ontology of those things would be like. What is the harm in

accepting such ontological commitments?

The worry is that non-robust ontological commitments affect our beliefs about the

world no less than robust ontological commitments. A belief that a reason exists is a

belief  about  the  world,  and that  belief  affects  our  entire  web of  beliefs.  Non-robust

ontological commitments, no less than robust ontological commitments, are existential

posits that could be mistaken. So long as we care about truth, we ought not endorse any

ontological commitments, whether they are robust or not, unless they are indispensable to

our best theories. Thus, even if quietist realism is true, MORAL FACTS are queer.

Even if we demonstrate that MORAL FACTS are queer, quietist realism may escape

their denial.  According to Scanlon’s account, there is no domain-general standard like
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Ockham's  Razor  that  prevents  us  from endorsing  additional  fundamental  ontological

commitments. As Scanlon says:

“There may be good reasons in some cases for limiting our ontology—that is to say, for preferring simpler or

more economical theories to more complicated ones. But these reasons are domain-specific...The rationales

for  preferences of  this  kind,  and what  counts  as  “simplicity”  in  the relevant  senses,  will  be  specific  to

particular domains, not reflective of a general reason to prefer overall ontological minimalism.” (Scanlon

2014, 26)

If Scanlon’s account is correct, it would block the denial of MORAL FACTS. In order to fully

defend the argument from queerness from quietist normative realism, we must be able to

demonstrate some failure in Scanlon’s account. 

I argue that Scanlon's account faces the following dilemma: either we impose a

domain-general standard that limits our ontology, such as Ockham's Razor, or we do not.

If  we do not,  then we would have no way of rejecting non-contradictory ontological

commitments that we would ordinarily wish to reject. Earlier we considered the argument

that Scanlon’s account would not be able to deny counter-reasons. Scanlon was able to

reject  this  argument  by arguing that  counter-reasons would  fall  within  the  normative

domain and then they would be rejected by rational deliberation. I will grant Scanlon the

implied  domain-general  standard  “all  ontological  commitments  of  the  same type  fall

under an a single ontological domain.” Such a concession does not affect my argument.

My  claim  is  that,  if  we  pose  an  entirely  new non-contradictory  ontological

domain, then Scanlon would have no obvious way to reject it because his account is too

permissive of new domains:

“According to my view, as long as this way of talking was well defined, internally coherent, and did not have

any presuppositions or implications that might conflict with those of other domains, such as science,  by
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accepting these statements we would be committed to the existence of things quantified over in the existential

statements counted as true in this way of talking.” (Scanlon 2014, 27, his emphasis)

So long as a domain avoids internal and external contradictions, we seem to have nothing

blocking us from adopting that domain and its ontological commitments. 

This presents trouble for Scanlon's account, because we can imagine several non-

contradictory domains  that  we would ordinarily wish to  reject.  Imagine  a  domain  of

epiphenomenal  facts  that  supervene  on  the  physical  universe.  According  to  this

epiphenomenal  domain,  all  of  our  phenomenal  experiences—pains,  emotions,  and

sensations—exist robustly as subjective qualia.8 However,  these epiphenomenal qualia

have no causal influence on physical properties, and thus it would not cause contradictory

claims between the epiphenomenal and scientific domains. Without any domain-general

standard that would lead us to eliminate this domain, it is equally as valid as the scientific

domain. One may object that it is at least possible that epiphenomenal qualia exist, and so

deny that we would want to reject the existence of an epiphenomenal domain. However,

this objection misses the point. The problem is that Scanlon's theory accepts any non-

contradictory domain without any way to reject them. In other words, epiphenomenalism

is true as a byproduct of an overly liberal acceptance of ontological commitments. While

epiphenomenalism may or may not be true, we certainly would not want it to be true

simply because we have no way of eliminating it.

The  problem is  even  worse  than  this.  We can  continue  to  think  up  as  many

domains as we like, so long as they do not create contradictions. For example, imagine a

8 The assertion that  this  domain is  robust  raises  another  objection to Scanlon's  account:  without  an appropriate
domain-general standard, it seems that there is no way to decide between competing domains that differ only in one
being robust and the other being non-robust. Scanlon's claim that the normative and mathematical domain would
not be robust is an entirely unjustified assertion.
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domain of spiritual facts, according to which all individuals have immortal souls. Their

souls exist in this robust spiritual realm, which has no causal impact on the scientific

domain. We may also imagine a deity domain, which sets standards for the existence of

god. These standards limit god to strictly being the first cause of the physical universe

and thus unable to interfere and violate the laws of nature. However, the standards may

still allow that the god set up the universe such that immoral actions would be followed

by future negative consequences, and moral actions by positive consequences. So long as

we specify that this would occur within the laws of nature, such a domain is perfectly

compatible with the scientific domain. Without a domain-general standard of parsimony,

we would be unable to reject any of these domains.

Scanlon seemingly anticipates the positing of domains like these that philosophers

would commonly reject. He says:

“[W]e might have established criteria for deciding whether someone is or is not a witch, and whether or not a

ghost is present. But such conclusions entail claims about events in the physical world and their causes: about

what causes, or can cause, cows to stop giving milk, and people to become sick and die. These claims conflict

with claims of physics and other empirical sciences, and this conflict provides decisive reason to reject the

idea that there are witches and spirits.” (Scanlon 2014, 21)

However, nothing about the domains that we just posited conflicts with any other domain,

including the scientific domain. So we cannot rule such domains out by arguing that they

conflict with other domains. If we wish to rule them out, we must do so on different

grounds.

One might be tempted to dismiss such domains because they are not part of our

best theories. However, the fact that they are not part of our best theories is the direct

result  of  our  de  facto acceptance  of  Ockham's  Razor  as  a  universal  standard  for
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evaluating ontological commitments. Without that, there is no good reason we could cite

for  rejecting  the  domains.  As  stipulated,  the  domains  that  were  imagined  do  not

contradict any other domain. 

At one point, Scanlon seems to argue that existence should not concern us at all,

but rather what is important is the reasons for accepting claims:

“Can we take seriously an idea of existence that comes so cheaply? My answer is that the question about such

entities is not whether they really exist...The question is only whether we have any reason to be concerned

with these entities and their properties.” (Scanlon 2014, 27)

However, we could see many people accepting such domains for various reasons: the

epiphenomenal domain explains the intractable problem of consciousness, the spiritual

domain explains the common sense view in life after death, and the deity domain grounds

the common belief that there is a higher power that created the world and that punishes

wrongdoers.  It  may be  argued that  these  reasons are  not  good  reasons for  accepting

claims  within  those  domains.  However,  Scanlon's  theory  does  not  accept  a  domain-

general standard for determining what counts as a good epistemic reason.

One obvious strategy open to Scanlon is  to  argue that  what  counts as a good

epistemic reason is determined by the normative domain. This would mean that there are

standards specific to the normative domain that determine what counts as good evidence

for any given claim. However, Scanlon would have to offer a very unusual account of

evidence. It is commonly thought that, if there is an equally powerful explanation for a

phenomenon that has less ontological commitments than an original explanation, then

one does not have an all-things-considered reason to believe in the original explanation.

In other words, parsimony is often part of our understanding of evidence. In order to
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avoid this parsimony standard, Scanlon would have to give an account of evidence that

ignores simpler explanations and only relies on some degree of support directly in favor

of a theory. While Scanlon might be able to provide an account that rules out many of the

non-contradictory domains  we imagined because they lack sufficient  direct  evidential

support,  it  seems  incredibly  unlikely  that  any  such  account  would  rule  out

epiphenomenalism, which is strongly supported by introspection. Thus, even if Scanlon

focused on evidence directly in support of claims, he would not have any way of rejecting

epiphenomenal claims.

In order to leave open the possibility of rejecting epiphenomenalism in favor of a

better  theory,  Scanlon's  theory requires  some domain-general  standard  that  limits  our

ontology. This leads us to the second horn of our dilemma. Accepting any sort of domain-

general standard that limits our ontology, such as Ockham's Razor, would bring back the

argument from queerness full force. So long as we had such a domain-general standard,

then it would justify the acceptance of the third premise of the argument from queerness.

If the quietist realist chooses the first horn, then they face the problem that their

ontology will fill up with things that we ordinarily would deny. Such an implication of

the  theory  would  be  overwhelming  evidence  against  it.  If  the  quietist  realist  instead

chooses the second horn, then they face the full force of the argument from queerness. Of

course, the quietist realist may still object to one of the other premises in the argument

from queerness. From our discussion, it should be clear that they could not reject the first

premise  while  maintaining  the  existence  of  the  normative  domain  as  an  additional

fundamental domain of ontological commitments.
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The only strategy left would be to reject the second premise. The argument over

the dispensability of MORAL FACTS is a live debate that is beyond the scope of this thesis.

In defense of the dispensability of MORAL FACTS, I will merely say that there is a great deal

of empirical literature that explains the evolutionary and sociological origins of our moral

beliefs.  As our scientific  understanding of the phenomenon of morality increases,  the

necessity of  positing  MORAL FACTS to  explain  that  phenomenon becomes  increasingly

dubious.
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2.   Two Formulation Problems

“[T]he denial of objective values will have to be put forward not as the result of

an analytic approach, but as an ‘error theory’, a theory that although most people

in making moral judgments implicitly claim, among other things, to be pointing

to something objectively prescriptive, these claims are all false.” 

- J. L. Mackie, Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong

The central thesis of moral error theory is commonly formulated as “all moral

claims are false” (Joyce & Kirchin 2010, xx). Within the last decade, several philosophers

have identified a concern that this formulation of error theory may entail a contradiction

(Sinnott-Armstrong 2006, Pigden 2010, Olson 2014). In order for a theory to be logically

coherent, any  formulation problem, wherein the theory entails a contradiction, must be

solved. Error theory faces two distinct formulation problems. The first half of this chapter

focuses  on  the  Doppelganger  problem  (Pigden's  term,  Pigden  2010),  which arises

whenever negated moral claims are themselves taken to be moral claims and thus negated

again, resulting in a contradiction. Walter Sinnott-Armstrong clearly articulates this as the

problem that he is trying to solve. In agreement with Sinnott-Armstrong and Pigden, I

will argue that the best solution to the Doppelganger problem is to formulate the central

thesis of error theory as “All positive moral claims are false.”

 The second half of this chapter focuses on what I will call the Deontic Entailment

problem,  which arises whenever  an error theory claim of the form “X is  not morally
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wrong” entails “X is morally permissible,” contradicting the error theory claim “It is false

that 'X is  morally permissible.'”  Jonas Olson argues that  Sinnott-Armstrong's  solution

would imply a “vulgar first-order moral nihilism, according to which anything is morally

permissible” (Olson 2014, 14). I will argue that, as a result of failing to see that there are

two problems, Olson incorrectly believes that Sinnott-Armstrong was trying to solve the

Deontic Entailment problem. While  Olson and Pigden believe that the best solution to

this problem is to deny the deontic axiom of permissibility, this would also eliminate the

axiom from domains, such as the legal domain, in which the entailment is unproblematic

for error theory. I will argue that the best solution to the Deontic Entailment problem is to

redefine the permissibility axiom  such that an action is permissible if and only if that

action is not wrong and there is some action that is wrong.

2.1 Doppelganger problem

The common formulation of error theory is that all moral claims are false. “Moral

claims” in this context only means first-order moral claims, i.e. claims that endorse moral

views such as “Rape is morally wrong.” This is in contrast to second-order moral claims,

i.e. claims that endorse metaethical views such as “All first-order moral claims are false.”

A further clarification is that error theory only denies first-order atomic moral claims so

as to allow for the truth of moral claims such as “Either it is raining outside or rape is

morally wrong.” From now on, I will omit these qualifications wherever possible for the

sake of readability. Except when stated otherwise, “first-order atomic moral claim” will

be written as “moral claim,”
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“Moral claim” will be defined here as any claim that uses a moral operator to

assign an action Y to an item X (eg. “X morally ought to Y,” “X has moral reason to Y,”

etc.) or assigns a moral predicate to an item X (eg. “X is morally wrong,” “X is morally

permissible,” etc.).  Except when stated otherwise, “morally wrong” will be written as

“wrong,” and “morally permissible” as “permissible.”

According to error theory, the claim “Rape is wrong” is false. The denial of that

claim is merely a specific instance of the general thesis of error theory, and any consistent

error theorist should endorse it. Furthermore, the claim “It is false that 'Rape is wrong'” is

equivalent to the claim “Rape is not wrong.” An error theorist should also endorse this

entailment,  because  both  claims  are  true  if  and  only  if  there  is  no  MORAL FACT of

wrongness attached to the action rape. Since error theorists accept the nihilistic claim that

there are no MORAL FACTS, they should accept any claim, such as the claim “Rape is not

wrong,” that is true given the denial of MORAL FACTS.

However,  the claim “Rape is  not  wrong” would  itself count  as a  moral  claim

according  to  our  definition  because  “not  wrong”  is  ordinarily  construed  as  a  moral

predicate, albeit a negative moral predicate. This means that, according to error theory,

the claim “Rape is not wrong” is false. Since “It is false that ‘Rape is not wrong’” is the

negation of “Rape is not wrong,” error theory would entail a contradiction. We can see

this in argument form:

1. ~ “Rape is wrong”  (error theory)

2. Rape is not wrong (1)

3. ~ “Rape is not wrong” (error theory)

4. ⊥ (2, 3)

Using this  same process,  one  could  conceivably  generate  infinite  contradictions.  For
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whatever  X you take,  the claim “X is wrong” entails a contradiction according to the

common formulation of error theory.

Adopting Pigden’s term, we may call this the Doppelganger problem, because, for

every moral claim, we can make a doppelganger version by negating that moral claim.

Both Pigden and Sinnott-Armstrong articulate and try to solve this problem. That this is

the formulation problem Sinnott-Armstrong has in mind is suggested by the following

passage:

“[S]uppose Nancy asserts that abortion is not morally wrong, and all Nancy means is that it is not true that

abortion is morally wrong...Some philosophers might postulate negative moral facts (such as the fact that

abortion is not wrong)...Some might even countenance negative moral properties (such as the property of

being not morally wrong)...If these count as moral facts and properties, then Nancy…[is] committed to the

existence of some moral  facts  and properties...So error  theorists  cannot  avoid  negative...moral  facts  and

properties.” (Sinnott-Armstrong 2006, 33)

This would “undermine moral error theories” because it would contradict their thesis that

all moral claims are false (34). 

There  are  at  least  four  different  solutions  to  this  problem:  1)  presupposition

failure, 2) deny negative facts, 3) redefine moral claim, and 4) deny only positive moral

claims. I will consider these solutions in turn.

Presupposition failure: Instead of moral claims  entailing  MORAL FACTS and thus

being false, it could be the case that they presuppose MORAL FACTS and thus are neither

true nor false (Sinnott-Armstrong 2006, 34). Compare the claim “The present king of

France is bald” with “Louis XIV is the present king of France.” The former sentence is

often taken to be neither true nor false, while the latter is false. In both cases, though, the

present king of France does not exist. The difference is that the former claim presupposes
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the existence of the present king of France, whereas the latter claim does not. If moral

claims presupposed MORAL FACTS, they would be neither true nor false. This would solve

the  doppelganger  problem  because,  without  truth  values,  moral  claims  could  not

contradict one another.

There are several reasons to reject this solution. Sinnott-Armstrong argues that

moral claims would still be truth apt in cases where the negation took widest-scope such

as “It is false that 'Rape is wrong,'” and so the problem would return. Furthermore, as was

argued above, claims that predicate non-existent truth-makers are false rather than neither

true nor false. Moral claims like the claim “Rape is wrong” predicate a MORAL FACT, so

that suggests that they are truth apt. However, since the cognitivist/non-cognitivist debate

is not so easily resolved, we might instead reject the presupposition failure solution for an

even more straightforward reason. The conceptual claim of Mackie's moral error theory

states that moral claims entail, rather than presuppose, the existence of MORAL FACTS. The

solution that  moral  claims are not  truth apt  could not be accepted while  maintaining

Mackie's version of error theory.

Deny negative  facts: “Another  possible  response  by error  theorists  is  to  deny

either that negative...facts are really facts or that negative...moral facts are really moral

facts” (Sinnott-Armstrong 2006, 34). Sinnott-Armstrong does not consider this a viable

solution because it relies on resolving metaphysical issues that generalize well beyond

morality.  Rather  than  get  involved  in  more  generalized  metaphysical  issues,  I  will

likewise not entertain this solution.

Redefine moral claim:  The goal of the error theorist is simply to deny all claims
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that entail the existence of  MORAL FACTS. The question is what criteria determines if a

claim entails a MORAL FACT or not. Recall that our definition of moral claim is any claim

that uses a moral operator to assign an action Y to an item X (eg. “X morally ought to Y,”

“X has moral reason to  Y,” etc.) or assigns a moral predicate to an item  X (eg. “X is

morally wrong,” “X is morally permissible,” etc.). The claim “Rape is not wrong” meets

the criteria of our definition but it does not entail the existence of a MORAL FACT. So the

Doppelganger problem would be solved if our definition was changed to exclude negated

moral claims.

One might believe, as Olson does, that “moral claim” just means any claim that

entails the existence of a MORAL FACT:

“A first-order moral claim is a claim that entails that some agent morally ought to do or not to do some

action; that there are moral reasons for some agent to do or not to do some action; that some action is morally

permissible; that some institution, character trait, or what have you, is morally good or bad; and the like.”

(Olson 2014, 11)

This would mean that negated moral claims are not moral claims and the Doppelganger

problem would never arise. (It will be argued later that this understanding of the meaning

of “moral claim” causes Olson to miss the fact that there are two distinct formulation

problems).  Pigden  considers  a  similar  the  idea  when  he  entertains  excluding

doppelganger claims from the definition of moral claims (Pigden 2010, 28).

However, negated moral claims are widely used in moral discourse as if they were

real moral claims. As Pigden says: “Consider ‘We ought to keep our marriage vows,’ and

its doppelganger ‘It is not the case that we ought to keep our marriage vows.’ The latter,

like the former, might have a considerable impact on our conduct if it came to be widely
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believed”  (2010,  28).  Pigden concludes  from this  that  “the  negations  of  some moral

judgments  are  moral  judgments”  (28).  While redefining  “moral  claim”  in  the  above

suggested  way  would  indeed  solve  the  Doppelganger  problem,  such  a  definition  of

“moral claim” would not capture the fact that negated moral claims are in fact treated as

real moral claims. This leads us to the next solution, which is in the same spirit.

Deny only positive moral claims: A last solution is simply to restrict error theory

to a rejection of all positive moral claims. Instead of stating error theory as “All moral

claims are false,” it can simply be reformulated as “All positive moral claims are false”

(Sinnott-Armstrong 2006,  Pigden 2010).  This  would  clearly avoid  the  Doppelganger

problem because error theory would allow for all doppelganger moral claims to be true. 

However, Sinnott-Armstrong argues that there is an issue that must be addressed

in order for this solution to be fully satisfactory. Are claims such as “Rape is not wrong”

positive or negative? If a positive claim is simply a claim not governed by a widest-scope

negation, then “Rape is not wrong” would be positive. However, error theorists want to

accept this claim because it is equivalent to the claim “It is false that 'Rape is wrong.'” So

we need a more subtle understanding of positive claims. 

In order to determine what claims are positive, one must be able to determine

what predicates are positive. However, this task is quite difficult because there are some

negative predicates that are equivalent to positive predicates:

“If ‘absent’ means ‘not present,’ then ‘Tracy is absent’ describes the same fact as ‘Tracy is not present,’ and

Tracy is present’ describes the same fact as ‘Tracy is not absent.’” (Sinnott-Armstrong 2006, 35)

Fortunately for the error theorist, “[b]oth 'It is morally wrong for Tracy to be present' and

'It  is  morally  wrong for  Tracy to  be  absent'  count  as  positive  moral  facts  that  error

36



theorists  deny...All  [error  theorists]  need to  determine  is  which  moral  predicates  and

operators are positive” (35). Sinnott-Armstrong argues that it  is possible to solve this

problem with either a syntactic or semantic approach. A syntactic approach would be to

list all the predicates that the error theorist denies: “For example, an error theorist might

deny that it is morally wrong to do any act, that it is morally wrong not to do any act, that

anyone morally ought to do any act, that anyone morally ought not to do any act, that

anything is morally good, that anything is morally bad, and so on” (35). Alternatively, a

semantic approach would “define a supposed moral fact as positive when and only when

its description entails any claim about what it is morally wrong to do or not to do, what

anyone morally ought or ought not to do, what is morally good or bad, and so on” (35). 

Either the semantic or syntactic approach would allow an error theorist to specify

which claims are positive. This means that the thesis “All positive moral claims are false”

would allow for the denial of “Rape is wrong” without the denial of “Rape is not wrong.”

Furthermore, this thesis would allow us to accept the more intuitive definition of “moral

claim”  with  which  we  started  this  chapter.  The  best  solution  to  the  Doppelganger

problem, then, is to formulate the central thesis of error theory as “All positive moral

claims are false.”

2.2 Deontic Entailment problem

A fundamentally different problem arises when we consider a deontic entailment

that occurs from negated moral claims. Take a specific claim to which error theory seems

committed, such as “It is false that 'Rape is wrong.'” That claim is equivalent to the claim
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“Rape is not wrong.” However, it is commonly thought that claims of the form “X is not

wrong” entail claims of the form “X is permissible.” For example, most English speakers

would agree that the truth of the claim “Sneezing is not wrong” would imply the truth of

the further claim “Sneezing is permissible.” The entailment between claims of these types

is  captured  by  the  following  axiom  in  deontic  logic,  which  may  be  called  the

permissibility axiom:

PA: PA ↔ ~O~A (A is permissible IFF A is not wrong)

The permissibility axiom is not specific to morality but also applies to other domains

(such as legal and social domains). However, if it is true that A is legally permissible, then

it does not follow that A is not morally wrong; in every correct application of the axiom,

the terms “permissible” and “wrong” both fall under the same domain. Until later in this

chapter, our discussion of the permissibility axiom will be limited to the moral domain. 

We can  see  a  visualization  of  the  permissibility  axiom in  Figure  1,  which  is

similar  to  the  diagram  Pigden

offers  (2010,  31).  According to

the  axiom,  if  an  action  is  not

wrong,  then  it  is  “right” in  the

sense of being permissible (PA).

“Rightness” in the alternative sense of being obligatory  (OA) is related to wrongness

(O~A) in that both are types of obligations, but positive obligatory actions (OA) are not

entailed by the permissibility axiom. However, positive obligatory actions do fall within

the category of permissible actions. 
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The permissibility axiom is the source of the second formulation problem. Take

the claim “Rape is not wrong,” which error theory endorses. “Rape is not wrong” entails

that  “Rape is  permissible”  according to  the  permissibility  axiom.  However,  the  error

theorist thinks that all moral claims are false, including the claim “Rape is permissible,”

so we also have the claim “It is false that 'Rape is permissible.'” Since “It is false that

'Rape is permissible'” is the negation of “Rape is permissible,” the truth of both entails a

contradiction. We can see this in argument form:

1. ~ “Rape is wrong” (error theory)

2. Rape is not wrong (1)

3. Rape is permissible (2, PA)

4. ~ “Rape is permissible” (error theory)

5. ⊥ (3, 4)

Using this  same process,  one  could  conceivably  generate  infinite  contradictions.  For

whatever X you take, the claim “X is not wrong” entails a contradiction according to error

theory and the permissibility axiom. This is the formulation problem that is articulated by

both Pigden and Olson. I will call this problem the Deontic Entailment problem.

There are at least five solutions to this problem: 1) presupposition failure, 2) deny

only  positive  moral  claims,  3)  deny  only  moral  obligation  claims,  4)  deny  the

permissibility axiom, and 5) redefine the permissibility axiom. I will consider each of

these solutions in turn.

Presupposition failure: As was discussed earlier, one way out of any contradiction

is to argue that moral claims presuppose  MORAL FACTS that do not exist and thus moral

claims are neither true nor false. However, this solution fails for the reasons discussed

earlier.
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Deny only positive moral claims: According to Olson, Sinnott-Armstrong offers

the solution of denying only positive moral claims (Olson 2014, 13-14). Olson says:

“Walter Sinnott-Armstrong has suggested another way out of the predicament according to which the scope

of moral error theory is to be restricted, to the effect that only positive first-order moral claims are deemed

uniformly false. A positive first-order moral claim is defined as a claim that entails something about what

some agent morally ought to do or not to do, what there is moral reasons for some agent to do or not to do,

and  so  on  and  so  forth...Importantly,  it  says  nothing  about  mere  permissibility.”  (Olson  2014,  13,  his

emphasis)

Olson goes on to argue that “Sinnott-Armstrong’s solution” saves error theory from a

contradiction because this restricted error theory thesis would not make the claim “X is

permissible” false. However, any error theory claim of the form “X is not wrong,” would

entail “X is permissible” according to the permissibility axiom. So this solution would

entail  a  “vulgar  first-order  moral  nihilism,  according  to  which  anything  is  morally

permissible” (14).

However, I think Olson misinterprets Sinnott-Armstrong. As was argued earlier,

the formulation problem that Sinnott-Armstrong was intending to solve by restricting the

error  theory thesis  to  positive  moral  claims  was the  Doppelganger  problem.  Sinnott-

Armstrong did not articulate or aim to solve the Deontic Entailment problem.

Olson  thinks  by  “positive  moral  claim”  Sinnott-Armstrong  means  any  moral

claim that entails a moral obligation. But Sinnott-Armstrong literally means positive:

“Error theorists can admit or remain neutral on negative...moral facts. They can still deny all positive moral

facts...[A] fact is negative if and only if it can be described by a sentence with a single widest-scope negation

in a logic with only negation and conjunction. If it is not negative, then it is positive.” (Sinnott-Armstrong

2006, 34)

Sinnott-Armstrong only defines positive moral claims as a list in order to exclude moral
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claims with negative predicates that are equivalent to widest-scope negated moral claims.

It was only incidental that Sinnott-Armstrong left off moral permissibility claims in his

non-exhaustive list of positive moral claims.

This misreading of Sinnott-Armstrong suggests that Olson was not aware of the

Doppelganger problem. However, he seems quite explicitly to articulate it:

“This raises the question of what to say about the truth-values of negated first-order moral claims, such as the

claim that torture is not wrong. This latter claim appears to be a moral claim and since it is the negation of a

claim that standard moral error theory deems false, it appears that the theory should deem the negated claim

true.  Yet we  know that  according to standard moral  error  theory,  moral  judgments  are  uniformly false.”

(Olson 2014, 11)

The explanation is that Olson thought of this as the same formulation problem as the

Deontic  Entailment  problem.  Olson  thought  that  so  long  as  the  Deontic  Entailment

problem could be solved, negated moral claims would not entail  MORAL FACTS and thus

they would not be real moral claims:

“[N]egated atomic claims involving moral terms are not strictly speaking first-order moral claims” (Olson

2014, 15). 

Olson did not notice that the Doppelganger problem was a separate problem because he

understood the meaning of “moral claim” as any claim that entails a  MORAL FACT.  As a

result of only noticing the Deontic Entailment problem, he misread Sinnott-Armstrong as

offering a solution to that problem. However, Sinnott-Armstrong never intended this as a

solution to the Deontic Entailment problem.

Deny  only  moral  obligation  claims:  Although  it  was  a  misinterpretation,  the

solution that Olson attributes to Sinnott-Armstrong is close to an actual solution to the

Deontic Entailment problem. One may try to solve the problem by restricting error theory
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to a denial of all moral obligation claims while stating that all moral permissibility claims

are true. This idea was suggested by Fyodor Dostoevsky and Jean-Paul Sartre when they

wrote that, if god does not exist, then all things are permitted (Dostoevsky 1880, Sartre

1946). On one interpretation, Dostoevsky and Sartre are suggesting the following:

1. If god does not exist, then no obligations exist.

2. If no obligations exist, then all things are permitted.

3. If god does not exist, then all things are permitted.

So, one possible solution to the deontic entailment problem is for an error theorist to

endorse premise 2, deny the existence of any obligations, and conclude that all things are

permissible. 

However, modern error theorists want to reject moral permissibility claims just

like other moral claims:

“Mackie's  moral  error  theory  holds  that  all  first-order  moral  claims  are  false  and  claims  about  moral

permissibility are no exception.” (Olson 2014, 14)

Similarly,  Pigden  argues  that  moral  permissibility  claims  would  be  first-order  moral

claims that entail the existence of  MORAL FACTS.  According to most, if not all, modern

error theorists, moral permissibility claims are all false. 

It might seem strange that error theorists would want to deny moral permissibility

claims. After all, the ontologically queer moral property that error theorists want to reject

is  moral obligation,  i.e.  irreducible normative reasons prohibiting or demanding some

action. Claims such as “X is permissible,” on the other hand, are commonly construed as

being  equivalent  to  the  claim  “It  is  false  that  'X is  wrong.'”  In  other  words,  moral

permissibility claims  deny  moral obligation claims. Consequently, they do not seem to

entail the existence of  MORAL FACTS at all. It seems that an error theorist should accept
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moral permissibility claims rather than deny them.

Pigden defends the denial of moral permissibility claims by suggesting that they

do entail the existence of  MORAL FACTS. According to him, they entail “the property of

rightness (moral permissibility)” (2010, 30). Pigden is using “rightness” colloquially to

indicate permissibility, as in the sentence, “If X is not wrong, then X is right.” (Refer back

to  Figure  1 for  an  illustration  of  the  logical  space).  But  I  think  Pigden's  suggestion

appeals to our intuition about rightness in the sense that entails obligations. In contrast,

what MORAL FACTS would permissibility claims entail? An economical moral realist would

likely only want to commit to one type of MORAL FACT: the obligatory force of irreducible

reasons. It would be strange to posit another type of MORAL FACT found in everything that

was not wrong. This further makes one wonder why modern error theorists deny moral

permissibility claims.

In defense of the error theorist's denial of moral permissibility claims, I think that

there is  a strong intuition that claims like “Sleeping is  morally permissible” are  real

moral claims that in some way do entail the existence of  MORAL FACTS. That is because

moral permissibility facts morally justify action. Imagine an error theorist who objects to

rape on the grounds that they and the rest of society view it as an atrocious breach of

subjective values. Then someone comes along and says, “It is a fact that rape is morally

permissible, so it does not matter that you prefer a society without rape. I have a moral

reason to ignore your objection to rape.” It is traditionally thought that moral reasons

trump  other  reasons,  and  it  certainly  seems  like,  if  the  claim  “Rape  is  morally

permissible” were true, then it would give us a moral justification for rape. I will return to

43



this discussion later, but for now it should be clear why error theorists want to deny moral

permissibility claims and thus why this solution fails.

Deny  the  permissibility  axiom: Another  solution  is  to  deny the  permissibility

axiom  (Pigden  2010,  Olson  2014).  Pigden  argues  that  the  denial  of  that  axiom  is

supported if we can conceive of a situation in which the claim “X is not wrong” is true

while the claim “X is permissible” is false. In his words:

“[In a situation where there are no  MORAL FACTS],  Brutus and Cassius’ slaying of Caesar won’t have the

property of wrongness, but it won’t have the property of rightness (moral permissibility) either. It won’t have

any moral properties at all. Now this situation is precisely the situation that nihilists think obtains. Thus the

[permissibility axiom and its dual] cannot provide independent evidence against nihilism. For they rest on the

thesis not only that nihilism is false but that it is necessarily false.” (Pigden 2010, 30)

Not only can we conceive of a counterexample to the permissibility axiom, but we might

be living in such a world. This gives us a good reason to reject the permissibility axiom.

Olson argues that we can explain the strong intuition in favor of the permissibility

axiom  by  appealing  to  Gricean  maxims.  Olson  says:  “To  illustrate,  ‘not  wrong’

conversationally  implicates  ‘permissible’  because  normally  when  we  claim  that

something is not wrong we speak from within a system of moral norms” (2014, 14). An

appeal to Gricean maxims explains our strong intuitions while allowing the error theorist

to cancel the conversational implicature.

While it might seem like the previous discussion demonstrates quite clearly that a

properly  formulated  error  theory  would  deny the  permissibility  axiom,  such  a  move

would be a denial of the permissibility axiom for all domains, not only the moral domain.

The permissibility axiom applies to domains with reducible obligations (such as legal and
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social domains) in which the entailment is unproblematic for error theory. 

An error theorist might try to only deny the permissibility axiom in the moral

domain; however, the same type of counterexample used to deny the moral permissibility

axiom could be used to deny the other permissibility axioms. For whatever domain you

take,  one  can  imagine  a  state  of  affairs  in  which  there  are  no  prohibitions  and  no

permissible actions within that domain. For example, imagine a Hobbesian state of nature

wherein no laws have ever been proposed, so there are no legal obligations. It would be

quite  strange  to  describe  this  state  of  affairs  by  saying  that  everything  is  legal (or

everything is legally permitted). Instead, it seems to make more sense to say that there are

not any legally  prohibited  actions  nor any  legally  permissible  actions.  Thus,  if  the

permissibility axiom fails in the moral domain, then it fails in all domains. This undesired

consequence leads us to our final solution. 

Redefine the permissibility axiom: A last solution is to redefine the permissibility

axiom such that negated moral claims entail moral permissibility claims only if there is

some action that is morally wrong. A concern that one might have is that this would be ad

hoc,  but  I  will  argue  that  this  redefined  axiom is  preferable  for  several  reasons.  To

motivate  the redefinition,  let  us  return to  our previous  discussion regarding the error

theorist's stance on moral permissibility.

Error theorists want to deny moral permissibility claims because they seem to be

real  moral  claims  capable  of  morally  justifying  actions.  This  suggests  moral

permissibility claims entail  MORAL FACTS. However, moral permissibility claims are the

denial  of  moral  obligation  claims  and  thus  do  not  entail  the  existence  of  moral
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obligations. Economical moral realists would not posit any other  MORAL FACT than the

obligatory force of irreducible reasons. It seems that moral permissibility claims would

only be able to morally justify if they entailed MORAL FACTS, but when we look there are

none to find.

The solution to this riddle is that moral permissibility is  defined in contrast to

moral wrongness, i.e. the obligation to not perform some action. If there is nothing that is

morally  wrong,  then  it  does  not  even  make  sense  to  say that  everything  is  morally

permissible.  It is only as a result of the existence of some moral wrongs that we can

construct  a  moral  theory that  assigns  moral  permissibility  to  all  actions  that  are  not

morally wrong.

This gives us insight into how we would want to revise the permissibility axiom.

If moral permissibility only makes sense in contrast to the existence of moral wrongness,

then  that  suggests  that  the  existence  of  wrongness  is  built  into the  definition  of

permissibility.  We  can  capture  this  with  the  following  revised  definition  of  the

permissibility axiom:

PAʹ: PA ↔ (~O~A • x∃ O~x) (Read: A is permissible IFF A is not wrong AND something is wrong)

Where x = any atomic proposition containing an action.

As defined, PAʹ applies to all domains. The counterexample to PA of no prohibitions and

no permissible actions can be given for any domain one picks, not just the moral domain.

PAʹ is being offered as a better definition of the permissibility axiom itself, not merely as

the axiom applies to the moral domain.

PAʹ  is fully compatible with both moral realism and nihilism. In a world with

moral wrongness, the lack of moral wrongness in a specific action entails that action is
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morally permissible. In a world without moral wrongness, the lack of moral wrongness in

a specific action does not entail that action is morally permissible; in fact, according to

the dual of PAʹ, the universal lack of moral wrongness  entails that  nothing is morally

permitted:

PAʹd: ~PA ↔ (O~A v ∀x~O~x)  (A is not permissible IFF A is wrong OR nothing is wrong)

Where x = any atomic proposition containing an action.

PAʹ also explains how moral permissibility claims inherit their ability to morally justify

despite them not  directly entailing  MORAL FACTS. A moral theory, which is constructed

from the existence of some moral wrongs and assigns moral permissibility to all actions

that are not wrong, is what grounds the justification of moral permissibility facts. So

moral permissibility claims do entail MORAL FACTS, albeit indirectly.

This  solution  to  the  Deontic  Entailment  problem is  preferable  because  1)  PAʹ

allows an error theorist to derive permissibility in domains of reducible obligations and

derive negated permissibility claims in the moral domain of irreducible obligations, and

2) PAʹ explains our intuition that moral permissibility facts can morally justify despite

them not directly entailing MORAL FACTS.

Defining the permissibility axiom in this way would have implications for the rest

of  deontic  logic.  In  particular,  PAʹ would  lead  to  a  contradiction  with  the  following

deontic axiom that we commonly accept:9

OP: OA → PA (IF A is obligatory, THEN A is permissible)

From OP and our revised permissibility axiom, PA ↔ (~O~A • x∃ O~x), we could derive

the following:

9 I am grateful to James Garson for pointing out this contradiction and prompting me to consider how to resolve it.
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OA → (~O~A • x∃ O~x)

We could then remove one of the conjuncts to derive:

OA → x∃ O~x (IF A is obligatory, THEN something is wrong)

This conclusion would rule out the possibility of a world wherein all things are positively

obligated.  But  such  worlds  are  logically  possible.10 So  OP and  PAʹ  would  entail  a

contradiction.

The  solution  to  this  is  straightforward.  We  would  simply  replace  OP  with

following axiom:

OPʹ: (OA • x∃ O~x) → PA (IF A is obligatory AND something is wrong, THEN A is permissible)

Where x = any atomic proposition containing an action.

At  first  this  might  seem  ad  hoc.  However,  such  a  move  would  be  in  line  with  the

proposed change to the permissibility axiom. The original idea was that permissibility is

defined in part from the existence of at least one obligation to not perform an action. If

that proposal is correct, then it would make perfect sense to deny OP, because positive

obligations  (OA)  to  perform  actions,  by  themselves,  say  nothing  about  permissible

actions (PA).  There may very well be a world where there are positive obligations to

perform all actions, but there would only be permissible actions in that world if there was

at least one wrong action. Even if we know that we have a positive obligation to perform

an action A, we also need to know that something is wrong in order to conclude that A is

permissible.

Another  objection  may  be  that,  contrary  to  common  sense,  true  moral

10 Two incompatible (or even contradictory) actions could both have defeasible obligations, so such a world wherein
all actions are positively obligated would not be straightforwardly contradictory.
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permissibility claims do not entail MORAL FACTS at all.11 It could be the case that we are

simply mistaken in our belief that moral permissibility facts entail  MORAL FACTS. If this

were true,  then morally permissible  actions would not  provide moral  justification for

performing  them.  The  common  inference  from moral  permissibility  claims  to  moral

justification for action could simply be the result of the belief that we live in a world with

MORAL FACTS. If we did not live in such a world, it could be that case that the inference is

a bad one. While I see no convincing reason for why the error theorist or moral realist

would want  to accept  this  unintuitive view of moral  permissibility,  it  would pose no

problem for error theory. If moral permissibility facts do not entail MORAL FACTS, then an

error theorist could accept our standard permissibility axiom (PA ↔ ~O~A) and simply

restrict their denial to positive moral obligation claims. Instead, if moral permissibility

facts do entail MORAL FACTS, as common sense suggests and I have assumed, then an error

theorist could accept PAʹ and OPʹ while denying all positive moral claims. Either way the

debate about moral permissibility turns out, the error theorist has a satisfactory response

that eliminates any concern that their position entails a contradiction.

11 I am grateful to Kyle Landrum for defending this view and pushing me to consider its implications.
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3.   Conclusion

In defense of the argument from queerness, I argued that the queerness of MORAL

FACTS is that they are additional fundamental ontological commitments, not that they are

ontologically  robust.  This  would  mean  that  quietist  normative  realism,  which  is  the

central strategy used to defend moral realism from the argument from queerness, fails to

demonstrate that  MORAL FACTS are not queer.  It was also argued that,  while a quietist

realist  account  without  limitations  on  ontological  commitments  would  avoid  the

argument from queerness, such an account would fail due to its ontological promiscuity.

The argument from queerness continues to threaten moral realism.

In defense of the logical coherence of error theory, I considered two formulation

problems and presented the best solutions to them. The best solution to the Doppelganger

problem is to formulate the central thesis of moral error theory as “All positive moral

claims are false.” The best solution to the Deontic Entailment problem is to redefine the

deontic definition of permissibility as the following: an action is permissible if and only if

that action is not wrong and there is some action that is wrong. Even if we are mistaken in

our common belief that moral permissibility claims entail  MORAL FACTS,  this  does not

pose  a  threat  to  error  theory.  If  we are  mistaken,  the  error  theorist  could  accept  the

standard definition of  permissibility and simply restrict  their  denial  to  positive moral

obligation claims. In no case would error theory entail a contradiction.

While  this  work  has  not  attempted  to  demonstrate  that  moral  error  theory  is

ultimately correct, it has defended two essential claims of error theory. A great deal of the
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modern dismissal of error theory comes from either the belief that moral facts are not

queer, or the belief that error theory is an incoherent position. The aim of this work has

been to  demonstrate  how those  beliefs  are  both  false,  which  puts  pressure  on moral

realists to adequately defend themselves from error theory. In the future, the focus of the

debate should turn to whether MORAL FACTS can be demonstrated to be indispensable. If

moral realism cannot demonstrate that  MORAL FACTS are absolutely essential to our best

theories, then we should reject the existence of MORAL FACTS.
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