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ABSTRACT. J. L. Mackie argued that if there were objective moral properties or facts,
then the supervenience relation linking the nonmoral to the moral would be metaphysically queer. Moral realists reply that objective supervenience relations are ubiquitous
according to contemporary versions of metaphysical naturalism and, hence, that there is
nothing especially queer about moral supervenience. In this paper we revive Mackie's
challenge to moral realism. We argue: (i) that objective supervenience relations of any
kind, moral or otherwise, should be explainable rather than sui generis; (ii) that this
explanatory burden can be successfully met vis-a-vis the supervenience of the mental
upon the physical, and in other related cases; and (iii) that the burden cannot be met
for (putative) objective moral supervenience relations.

What is the connection between the natural fact that an action is a piece of deliberate
cruelty - say, causing pain just for fun - and the moral fact that it is wrong? It cannot
be an entailment, a logical or semantic necessity. Yet it is not merely that the two features
occur together. The wrongness must somehow be "consequential' or "supervenient'; it is
wrong because it is a piece of deliberate cruelty. But just what in the world is signified
by this 'because'? (J. L. Mackie, 1977, p. 44)
M o r a l r e a l i s m is t h e d o c t r i n e t h a t t h e r e a r e m o r a l f a c t s , a n d t h a t t h e s e
facts a r e o b j e c t i v e r a t h e r t h a n b e i n g s o m e h o w c o n s t i t u t e d by h u m a n
beliefs, a t t i t u d e s , o r c o n v e n t i o n s . ~ This view is i n c r e a s i n g l y p o p u l a r in
r e c e n t p h i l o s o p h y . M a n y ' n e w - w a v e ' m o r a l realists also c o n t e n d , in
o p p o s i t i o n to t h e r e c e i v e d p h i l o s o p h i c a l o p i n i o n t h r o u g h o u t m u c h o f
this c e n t u r y , t h a t m o r a l r e a l i s m can b e m a d e to s q u a r e with a b r o a d l y
n a t u r a l i s t i c , o r m a t e r i a l i s t i c , s t a n c e in m e t a p h y s i c s a n d e p i s t e m o l o g y . 2
J. L. M a c k i e c l a i m e d o t h e r w i s e , o n the basis o f w h a t he c a l l e d
the "argument from queerness". He maintained that objective moral
p r o p e r t i e s o r facts, a n d o b j e c t i v e s u p e r v e n i e n c e r e l a t i o n s b e t w e e n n o n m o r a l a n d m o r a l p r o p e r t i e s o r facts, w o u l d b e d e c i d e d l y q u e e r , f r o m
t h e p e r s p e c t i v e o f a n y sensibly n a t u r a l i s t i c p h i l o s o p h i c a l p o s i t i o n t h a t
gives p r o p e r p r i d e o f p l a c e to science. H e set f o r t h t h e q u e e r n e s s
a r g u m e n t in t w o forms: o n e focusing u p o n m o r a l p r o p e r t i e s p e r se, a n d
t h e o t h e r focusing u p o n t h e s u p e r v e n i e n c e r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n n o n m o r a l
a n d m o r a l p r o p e r t i e s . 3 B u t t h e n e w - w a v e m o r a l realists h a v e m e a n w h i l e
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produced plausible-looking replies to both versions, thereby shifting
the burden of proof to those who sympathize with Mackie.
Our project here is to revive and rejuvenate the form of the queerness
argument concerning supervenience. Briefly, our argument will go as
follows. First, Mackie's allegation that there would be something queer
about a genuine, objective, supervenience relation of the moral upon
the nonmoral reveals an important, and insufficiently appreciated, burden which must be shouldered by the metaphysical naturalist whenever
he invokes supervenience. The burden is to argue that there are naturalistically acceptable explanations for all specific supervenience facts.
Second, it is plausible that this burden can be successfully met vis-h-vis
the supervenience of the mental upon the physical, and in other related
cases of supervenience frequently discussed in recent metaphysics and
philosophy of mind. But, third, there are strong reasons to believe
that the burden cannot be met for (putative) supervenience relations
between objective nonmoral facts or properties and (putative) moral
facts or properties. Hence, it appears unlikely that moral realism can
be accommodated within a broadly naturalistic philosophical Weltanschauung after all.
Before proceeding, let us make some preliminary remarks about
metaphysical naturalism. First, the term 'naturalism', as we will use it
here (and as new-wave moral realists use it and related terms), should
not be understood as implying a commitment to any specific 'reductionist' philosophical program. The doctrine traditionally called 'metaethical naturalism', which asserts that there are meaning equivalences
between descriptive terms or statements and moral terms or statements,
is only one species of metaphysical naturalism in the broad sense. (Newwave moral realists explicitly disavow this specific doctrine, while also
claiming to embrace naturalism in metaphysics and epistemology.)
Second, in the course of the paper we will say something about
how we think metaphysical naturalism, in the broad sense, should
be understood. In particular, we will argue that even a broad and
nonreductive naturalism carries explanatory demands, involving supervenience, that often have been overlooked in recent philosophy.
Third, we recognize that some philosophers are disinclined to accept
metaphysical naturalism - not even the 'laid back', California style,
naturalism we will characterize below. Some of these same philosophers, we realize, are also inclined to accept moral realism. But we
emphasize that even anti-naturalist moral realists might well find corn-
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pelling our argument that moral realism does not comport well with
metaphysical naturalism.
1. Q U E E R N E S S

ARGUMENTS

AND

INNOCENCE

BY A S S O C I A T I O N

Mackie's first argument focuses directly upon putative moral properties,
moral facts, and moral relations. He writes:
If there were objective values, they would be entities or qualities or relations of a very
strange sort, utterly different from anything else in the universe. (Mackie, 1977, p. 37) 4

Here the alleged queerness stems from what such a fact, property, or
relation would have to be like. Mackie claims that morality is essentially
practical, and that one aspect of its pragmatic nature is this: if there
were any objective moral facts or properties of the kind posited by
ordinary moral thought, then they would have to be intrinsically motivating or reason-providing, in the sense that mere recognition of the
presence of such a property would motivate or provide a reason for
acting appropriately. He maintains that the idea of a property which
"has to-be-pursuedness somehow built into it" (ibid., p. 40) is, from the
perspective of a thoroughgoing metaphysical naturalist, ontologically
queer.
But the moral realist can reply by denying Mackie's contention that
moral properties must be intrinsically prescriptive. This claim is a version of what is called 'internalism', a doctrine which many philosophers
consider implausibly strong and not a part of common moral thought
at all. 5 David Brink, for example, remarks that not only is internalism
dubious, but "in fact, it seems unlikely that any belief so recherche
could be part of common sense moral thinking" (Brink, 1984, pp. 114-

15).
Even if the moral realist can dodge Mackie's first queerness argument
in this way, however, there still remains a question about the supervenience relation that allegedly holds between certain natural facts or properties, and certain moral facts or properties. Mackie's second queerness
argument, quoted as our epigraph, articulates this question. Whereas
the previous argument focuses upon the putative supervening fact or
property, here the focus is on the putative relation that allegedly holds
between the natural and the moral.
But the moral realist can reply by asking just what exactly is supposed
to be the problem, concerning the supervenience relation. Granted, the
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connection between the natural fact and the supervenient moral fact
cannot be any sort of logical or semantic entailment; old-fashioned
'ethical naturalism', which attempted to analyze moral terms or statements as equivalent in meaning to naturalistic terms or statements,
foundered upon G. E. Moore's "open question" argument; and
Moore's objection likewise undercuts any putative one-way entailment
relations between natural and moral facts or properties. Granted, too,
that the connection is not just co-occurrence of the corresponding natural and moral facts or properties, involving mere coextensionality of
naturalistic terms or statements and the corresponding moral terms or
statements; rather, supervenience is a relation with strong modal force;
it is a necessary connection. 6
But in the context of recent developments in metaphysics, philosophy
of language, and philosophy of mind, the fact that supervenience is a
necessary connection without being an entailment relation is not enough
to show that it is metaphysically queer. For one thing, there is wide
acceptance of Saul Kripke's contentions: (i) that a name is a "rigid
designator", denoting the same entity at each possible world in which
it denotes anything at all; (ii) that therefore an identity statement
consisting of two names flanking the identity predicate is necessarily
true if true at all; and (iii) that therefore some necessary truths are
empirical, rather than being knowable a priori (Kripke, 1972). These
days, few philosophers believe that all necessary truths are analytic, or
reflect entailment relations.
In addition, since the early 1970s there has emerged a decided trend
toward positions in metaphysics and philosophy of mind which, although still broadly naturalistic ('materialistic', 'physicalistic'), nevertheless repudiate earlier naturalistic programs for 'reducing' higherlevel terms, statements, concepts, or theories to those of physics or the
other natural sciences. And, ironically, the concept of supervenience
has been invoked with increasing frequency, in an effort to articulate
theses that are naturalistic without being excessively reductionistic. 7
So in a philosophical milieu where empirical necessary truths are
widely accepted, and where supervenience relations are widely invoked
for the purpose of articulating nonreductive naturalist views, it is not
surprising that moral realists should be unimpressed by Mackie's second
queerness argument. A perfectly sensible-looking realist reply to
Mackie is given by Brink:
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There is nothing strange or queer about the supervenience of moral properties upon
physical properties. Assuming materialism is true, mental states supervene on physical
states, yet few think that mental states are metaphysically queer (and those who do do
not think that supervenience makes them queer). Social facts such as unemployment,
inflation, and exploitation supervene upon physical facts, yet no one supposes that social
facts are metaphysically queer. Biological facts supervene on physical states, yet no one
supposes that organisms are queer entities. Macro-scopic material objects such as tables
supervene on micro-scopic physical particles, yet no one supposes that tables are queer
entities. In short, it is difficult to see how the realist's use of supervenience in explaining
the relationship between moral and physical properties makes his position queer. (Brink,
1984, p. 120; cf. 1989, pp. 177-80) 8

This plea of innocence by association, drawing upon a comparison
between the moral case and relatively uncontroversial cases in which
one sort of property or fact supervenes upon another, is intended to
shift the burden of proof back onto the shoulders of the anti-realist.
And, of course, if one assumes that moral facts are otherwise as unproblematic as the ones Brink mentions in the above passage, then it is
difficult to see what the problem is supposed to be with supervenience
in the moral case.
But we detect a deeper problem with moral supervenience, not detected by Brink and not explicitly formulated by Mackie - although it
perhaps underlies Mackie's provocative question about what "in the
world" is signified by the 'because' of moral supervenience. The problem is connected to a little-discussed concern about objective supervenience relations generally, a concern about how to square appeals to
supervenience with a broadly naturalistic stance in metaphysics. Once
this general concern is made clear and is appropriately addressed, it
will become clear that in the case of moral supervenience, a special
problem arises - a problem that cannot be side-stepped by a plea of
innocence by association.

2. S U P E R V E N I E N C E ,
AND

METAPHYSICAL

NATURALISM,

EXPLANATION

Two interrelated theses seem central to a broadly naturalistic, or materialistic, world-picture: (1) that the ontologically primary or fundamental
entities in the world are all part of the subject matter of physics; and (2)
that the strictly physical facts (i.e., the facts describable in a canonical
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language of physics) determine, or fix, all the facts. We will call these
theses physical ontic primacy and physical determination, respectively.
Both are rather vague. Initially it seems fairly plausible to try explicating them via a generalized supervenience thesis like the following:
(S)

The world could not have been different in any respect
without having been different in some strictly physical respect. More generally, there are no two physically possible
worlds which are exactly alike in all strictly physical respects
but different in some other respect. 9

At any rate, (S) seems a plausible explication of (1) and (2), provided
we suppose, or stipulate, that no physically possible world contains
entities like Cartesian souls that happen always to inhabit some living
body and whose mental properties happen to be completely determined
by the body's strictly physical properties - and provided we suppose
that our actual world is 'physically possible' in this anti-Cartesian, antivitalist, sense. (Since Cartesian souls and vital spirits are supposed to
be incorporeal substances, capable of existing independently of any
material substrate, surely no version of Cartesian dualism or of vitalism - not even a version that countenances possible worlds of the sort
just described, and counts our actual world among them - should qualify
as a species of metaphysical naturalism.) I°
Upon closer consideration, however, it turns out that (S) really does
not do full justice to the pre-theoretic ideas of physical ontic primacy
and physical ontic determination. True, (S) expresses a modal kind of
determination, viz., that across the physically possible worlds, there is
no variation in higher-level facts without some underlying variation in
strictly physical facts. And (S) thereby expresses a corresponding kind
of ontic primacy for strictly physical entities and properties, viz., the
facts about these entities and properties determine, in this trans-worldly
way, all other facts. But the trouble is that this global kind of determination is itself based upon specific supervenience facts - that is, facts
about supervenience relations between certain specific physical facts or
properties, on the one hand, and certain specific higher-level facts or
properties, on the other. Yet such supervenience facts are not strictly
physical. Why, then, do they obtain, rather than different supervenience
facts, or none at all?
Suppose this question simply has no answer - i.e., that certain specific
supervenience facts are utterly unexplainable on the basis of other facts.
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Then surely these unexplainable inter-level facts, and the properties
that figure in them, would thereby qualify as 'ontologically primary' in
the naturalist's vague, pre-theoretic, sense. And, since such facts are
the explanatory basis for the trans-worldly determination expressed by
(S), surely the world's higher-level facts would thereby be 'determined'
(in the relevant naturalistic sense) not by strictly physical facts alone
but, rather, by the conjunction of the latter and the explanatorily sui
generis supervenience facts.
These considerations reveal that there is more to the theses of physical ontic primacy and physical determination than is captured by (S).
Although the truth of (S) is plausible a necessary condition for the truth
of these two interrelated theses, it is not a sufficient condition. In
order to obtain an adequate explication, we must conjoin (S) with the
following chain:
(E)

All facts about supervenience relations are explainable on
the basis of other facts, rather than being explanatorily sui
generis.

A central feature of a naturalistic world-picture is that even if there
are facts about the world that are explanatorily basic and hence not
susceptible to explanation themselves, supervenience facts are not
among them. Although explanation may have to end somewhere (perhaps with certain facts of physics, such as fundamental physical laws),
facts about synchronic inter-level dependence relations should not be
among those that are explanatorily sui generis.
An appreciation for this dimension of naturalism is, we suggest, the
crucial insight to be gleaned from Mackie's query about what "in the
world" the supervenience relation might be. In the contemporary philosophical milieu, this question is best construed as expressing the demand
that specific inter-level necessary connections be explainable. This demand is entirely legitimate, from the naturalistic perspective; moreover,
it has nothing specifically to do with moral supervenience per se but,
rather, is equally appropriate vis-?a-vis putative supervenience relations
of any kind. And the alleged 'queerness' problem can be construed as
the contention that if moral realism were correct, then moral supervenience relations would be explanatorily sui generis and, hence, would not
be integratable into a naturalistic world-picture. 1~
In order to bring home the point that metaphysical naturalism demands that any objective supervenience facts be explainable rather than
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sui generis, it is useful to consider G. E. M o o r e ' s meta-ethical position.
M o o r e denied that there are m e a n i n g equivalences, or o n e - w a y entailm e n t relations, linking natural t e r m s or expressions to m o r a l ones. But
he did not deny that m o r a l p r o p e r t i e s are s u p e r v e n i e n t u p o n natural
properties. O n the contrary, he explicitly affirmed this position, alt h o u g h he did not use the t e r m ' s u p e r v e n i e n t ' in articulating it; he held
that certain propositions linking natural p r o p e r t i e s to m o r a l ones - in
particular, propositions of the f o r m , " A n y t h i n g that has natural p r o p erty P also possesses the p r o p e r t y of intrinsic g o o d n e s s " - are (synthetic) necessary truths, t2 H e also held that these propositions do not
d e p e n d for their truth (or their synthetic necessity) u p o n anything else;
rather, the necessary connections they express are metaphysically rockb o t t o m , and thus are not explainable by any o t h e r facts. 13 But this latter
view is surely u n a c c e p t a b l e f r o m a b r o a d l y naturalistic perspective,
notwithstanding M o o r e ' s allegiance to m o r a l supervenience; unexplainable s u p e r v e n i e n c e relations would be just intolerably q u e e r within a
naturalist world-picture, and so likewise would be the m o r a l p r o p e r t i e s
that s u p p o s e d l y figure in such relations.
R. M. H a r e , w h o i n t r o d u c e d the t e r m ' s u p e r v e n i e n c e ' into the philosophical lexicon, recently has m a d e rather similar o b s e r v a t i o n s a b o u t
M o o r e , s u p e r v e n i e n c e , and M a c k i e ' s queerness a r g u m e n t . H a r e writes
as follows. ( H e lets ' p ' r e p r e s e n t a s t a t e m e n t of the f o r m ' F o r all x, if
G x then Fx', w h e r e ' G ' expresses a natural p r o p e r t y and 'F' expresses
a moral property.)

Moore opted for.., claiming necessity for "p'... but at the same time rejecting the view
that the necessity involved is purely conceptual . . . . I myself at one time.., thought
that the supervenience of moral properties could be appealed to in order to refute such
a view . . . . I had given up this hope by the time I wrote The Language of Morals . . . .
My reason was that it does not seem to me impossible that someone should maintain, as
Moore did, that 'Necessarily p' states some kind of synthetic a priori truth. This leaves
the relation between descriptive and moral properties looking queer. It is, as Blackburn
says, 'an opaque, isolated, logical fact, for which no explanation can be proffered' (p.
111). This is a sitting target for Mackie's 'argument from queerness'. (Hare, 1984, p. 7)
H a r e here a c k n o w l e d g e s , in effect, that m o r a l s u p e r v e n i e n c e is c o m p a t ible with - indeed, is a c o m p o n e n t of - M o o r e ' s position. But he
alleges (with S i m o n B l a c k b u r n , 1971) that the position is q u e e r a n y w a y ,
b e c a u s e it posits specific s u p e r v e n i e n c e facts which cannot be further
explained. H e thus construes M a c k i e ' s second q u e e r n e s s a r g u m e n t essentially in the w a y we p r o p o s e to construe it - viz., as directed not at
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objective supervenience per se but, rather, at putatively unexplainable
supervenience facts. Concerning the queerness argument, Hare continues:
[T]hat argument does not rely on supervenience - only on that robust sense of reality
which the [moral] realist lacks. He [the moral realist] can, if we are prepared to swallow
it, go on saying, without offence to supervenience, that there just is the sui generis nonnatural property which all things of a certain kind necessarily (but not analytically)
have . . . . Like Blackburn, I find this hard to swallow, but others may have stronger
stomachs (stomachs these days are getting stronger). (Hare, 1984, p. 7)

What is hard to swallow, of course - what offends a naturalistically
minded philosopher's robust sense of reality - is the idea that certain
facts about specific nonmoral/moral connections are metaphysically
rock-bottom, are utterly incapable of further explanation. Moreover,
the queerness of such putative sui generis facts is only heightened by
the claim that the relevant connections are necessary without being
analytic. ~4
So the moral of Mackie's second queerness argument is that objective
supervenience facts must themselves be explainable, at least in principle, in order to fit into a naturalistic world-picture. This explainability
requirement holds quite generally, and not merely for moral supervenience. 15 Moore's position vis-a-vis moral properties clearly fails this test;
and both Mackie and Hare intimate that moral realism is bound to fail
it. We agree, and will so argue below.
Although we will assume henceforth that any position worthy of the
label 'metaphysical naturalism' will assert or entail that supervenience
facts are explainable, we recognize that some philosophers, including
some moral realists, might wish to dispute this claim (see, for instance,
Post, 1987, chap. 6). But, as we will argue, the explainability demand
is actually satisfiable for psychophysical supervenience relations and for
other related cases, and is not satisfiable for putatively objective moral
supervenience relations. This difference alone constitutes a form of
moral queerness - i.e., an important respect in which moral supervenience differs from these other kinds of supervenience. Thus, this difference alone will suffice to undercut the plea of innocence by association,
and to shift the burden of proof back to the new-wave moral realists.
A moral realist who chooses to claim that unexplainable moral supervenience relations comport with metaphysical naturalism will face the
very demanding task of making this claim plausible despite the explainability of other familiar kinds of supervenience.16
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What about a version of moral realism that construes the relevant
relation between nonmoral and moral facts or properties as identity,
rather than supervenience? On this view, there is apparently nothing
to explain concerning moral supervenience. Of course, identity versions
based upon claims of meaning equivalence are hard to take seriously,
in light of Moore's open question objection. However, someone might
advocate a general view about the individuation of facts (and/or properties) according to which two sentences (and/or predicates) can express
the same fact (property) even without being equivalent in meaning;
and might conjoin this general position with the contention that moral
sentences (predicates) express the same facts (properties) as do certain
sentences (predicates) whose content is nonnormative.
But identity versions of moral realism still face an explanatory burden, similar to that faced by the moral realist who espouses supervenience over identity. Now, though, the burden arises at the metalinguistic
level. Even if goodness, for instance, is identical to some specific natural
property, there remains the task of explaining why this natural property,
rather than any other one(s), counts as the correct referent of the term
'goodness'. So although our subsequent discussion will be explicitly
directed at supervenience versions of moral realism, it will be applicable, rnutatis rnutandis, to identity versions as well.

3.

OBJECTIVE

VS.

NONOBJECTIVE

SUPERVENIENCE

Moral supervenience is common ground in meta-ethics; it is espoused
by nonnaturalist moral realists like Moore, by new-wave moral realists
like Brink and Sturgeon, and by anti-realists like Hare, Mackie and
Blackburn. But supervenience in ethics is viewed rather differently by
the anti-realist than by the realist, and the differences have important
consequences concerning what needs explaining. We will consider this
matter in the present section. The upshot will be that the explanatory
demands faced by new-wave moral realists are substantially stronger,
and hence substantially harder to satisfy, than the corresponding demands faced by many anti-realists. And this point is generalizable: for
any domain of discourse (e.g., mental, aesthetic, semantic), if one holds
a supervenience thesis about the given domain relative to some lowerlevel domain (e.g., microphysical), then a realist position concerning
the higher-level domain will impose a stronger explanatory burden vis-
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5-vis the relevant type of supervenience than will most anti-realist
positions.
According to moral realism, moral sentences are literally true or
false; and when true, they state objective facts. Anti-realist positions,
by contrast, fall into two broad camps: (i) nondescriptivist versions,
under which moral sentences (in their primary use) are never factstating at all, even when used fully correctly; and (ii) subjectivist versions, under which moral sentences, when used fully correctly, state
subjective facts that are constituted in some way by human beliefs,
attitudes, or conventions. (Typically, subjectivist versions invoke a relativist notion of moral truth and moral facthood, under which 'moral
sentences are true or false not simpliciter, but only modulo a person or
social group.)
Different construals of supervenience are appropriate to these three
broad meta-ethical positions, and this affects their respective explanatory burdens concerning moral supervenience. We will consider each
position in turn: nondescriptivism, subjectivism, and finally moral realism. In what follows, a relation will be said to be objective if and only
if:. (1) it holds between relata in a way that is not relative to a person
or to a social group; and (2) the entities it relates are not themselves
constituted by people's beliefs, attitudes, or conventions.

3.1. Nondescriptivism
A nondescriptivist should construe supervenience (in ethics) not as an
objective relation (since there are allegedly no moral facts or properties
to serve as relata) but, rather, as a meaning constraint governing moral
discourse and moral judgment. (As philosophers liked to say in the
1950s, supervenience is part of the 'logic' of moral discourse.) Thus, if
one uses moral language in a way that violates this constraint, one
thereby abuses the very meaning of moral terms; and if one professes
moral beliefs whose linguistic expression would violate the supervenience constraint, then either one misunderstands what one claims to
believe, or else one's moral beliefs manifest a certain sort of inconsistency. ~7
So for a nondescriptivist, there are no objective facts about specific
nonmoral/moral supervenience relations; hence there is no burden of
explaining such facts. Rather, the main explanatory task concerning
moral supervenience is to account for its status as a semantic con-
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s t r a i n t - to e x p l a i n why s u p e r v e n i e n c e is p a r t o f t h e logic o f m o r a l
discourse.
S u c h e x p l a n a t i o n s d o n o t a p p e a r t e r r i b l y h a r d to give, a n d n o n d e scriptivists h a v e i n d e e d given t h e m . F o r H a r e , t h e p r i m a r y f u n c t i o n o f
e v a l u a t i v e t e r m s , like ' g o o d ' , ' o u g h t ' , a n d ' r i g h t ' , is n o t to a s c r i b e
p r o p e r t i e s to o b j e c t s b u t , r a t h e r , to c o m m e n d (in t h e case o f ' g o o d ' )
a n d p r e s c r i b e (in t h e case o f ' r i g h t ' ) ; t h e o v e r a r c h i n g p u r p o s e o f v a l u e
w o r d s is to teach standards. So the e x p l a n a t i o n for s u p e r v e n i e n c e , as a
c o n s i s t e n c y c o n s t r a i n t u p o n j u d g m e n t s e m p l o y i n g t h e s e t e r m s in t h e i r
c e n t r a l uses, wilt a d v e r t to this o b j e c t i v e . H a r e writes:
Now since it is the purpose of the word 'good' and other value-words to be used for
teaching standards, their logic is in accord with this purpose. We are therefore in a
position at last to explain the feature of the word ~good' .which I pointed out at the
beginning of this investigation [viz., supervenience]. The reason why I cannot apply the
word 'good' to one picture, if I refuse to apply it to another picture which I agree to be
in all other respects exactly similar, is that by doing this I should be defeating the purpose
for which the word is designed. (Hare, 1952, p. 134)
I n o r d e r to successfully t e a c h s o m e o n e m y s t a n d a r d s for e v a l u a t i n g
s o m e t h i n g , I m u s t e v a l u a t e c o n s i s t e n t l y , a n d this r e q u i r e s t h a t I a p p l y
t h e s a m e e v a l u a t i v e t e r m to o b j e c t s w h i c h s h a r e t h e s a m e n a t u r a l
p r o p e r t i e s , is
B l a c k b u r n ' s e x p l a n a t i o n o f s u p e r v e n i e n c e as a s e m a n t i c c o n s t r a i n t is
similar to H a r e ' s . B l a c k b u r n t a k e s m o r a l p r e d i c a t i o n s to b e p r o j e c t i o n s ,
a n d thus d e p e n d e n t u p o n o u r i n t e r e s t s , d e s i r e s , i n t e n t i o n s , a n d so forth.
H e a r g u e s t h a t t h e c e n t r a l p u r p o s e o f t h e s e p r o j e c t i o n s is to g u i d e
p r a c t i c a l d e c i s i o n m a k i n g , a n d t h a t this o b j e c t i v e r e q u i r e s t h a t o u r
moral judgments respect supervenience:
When we announce our A-commitments [moral commitments] we are projecting, we are
neither reacting to a given distribution of A-properties, nor speculating about one. So
the supervenience can be explained in terms of the constraints upon proper projections.
Our purpose in projecting value predicates may demand that we respect supervenience.
If we allowed ourselves a system (shmoralizing) which was like ordinary evaluative
practice, but subject to no such constraint, then it would allow us to treat naturally
identical cases in morally different ways. This could be good shmoralizing. But that
would unfit shmoralizing from being any kind of guide to practical decision-making . . . .
(Blackburn, 1984, p. 186)
Both authors, then, offer explanations of moral supervenience patterns
t h a t m e s h n i c e l y with t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e v e r s i o n s o f n o n d e s c r i p t i v i s m .
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For a position that denies the existence of objective moral facts and
properties, explaining supervenience is not especially problematic.
3.2. Subjectivism
Supervenience, as a semantic constraint upon moral language and moral
judgment, must be explained by subjectivists, too. Perhaps they can
invoke explanations similar to Hare's or Mackie's. But, prima facie,
they face an additional explanatory burden as well. For, according to
subjectivism, moral supervenience is a genuine relation - even though
the subvenient relata are subjective facts, and even though the relation
may be relativized to a person or social group. So, presumably, the
subjectivist owes us an explanation of why moral facts and properties
supervene upon the specific subjective facts and properties they do,
and not upon others - even if these specific supervenience relations
hold only modulo a specific person or social group.
How demanding an additional explanatory task this is, over and
above the task already shared with nondescriptivism, is a question we
will not pursue here. The answer may depend upon which subjectivist
position one considers; some versions might be able to discharge their
explanatory burdens rather easily, whereas others may face burdens
more comparable to that faced by moral realism. 19 We leave this matter
open, since the target we are stalking is moral realism. But whatever
the case may be with subjectivism, it is important that there is at least
one broad meta-ethical position whose explanatory burden concerning
moral supervenience is fairly easily discharged - viz., nondescriptivism.
3.3. Moral Realism
Supervenience in ethics is, at a minimum, a semantic constraint upon
moral language and moral judgment. But there are many mutually
incompatible pairings of nonnormative sentences and predicates with
normative ones, each of which respects this constraint fully. And according to moral realism, only one of these pairings captures the objective facts about the specific natural/moral supervenience relations in
the world, z° So the new-wave moral realists have a very demanding
explanatory burden, over and above accounting for supervenience qua
semantic constraint, viz., they also must explain why certain specific
claims about supervenience relations are the objectively true ones, and
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thus why other such claims are (despite being compatible with the
semantic constraint) objectively false. Or, at any rate, they must argue
that specific objective natural/moral supervenience relations are explainable in principle, and must say something about the general form
such explanations would take - even if they do not undertake the
explanatory project in detail.
Moore, as we said, repudiated this demand. He held that certain
natural/moral supervenience facts are explanatorily rock-bottom. (Thus
our cognitive grasp of them allegedly requires a special, mysterious,
faculty of 'moral intuition'.) The new wavers, in order to make good
their claim that moral realism comports with metaphysical naturalism,
must show that Moore was wrong, and that natural/moral supervenience facts are explainable after all.
4.

EXPLAINING

OBJECTIVE
THE

CASE

SUPERVENIENCE
OF

THE

RELATIONS

:

MENTAL

What sorts of explanation of objective supervenience relations would
be acceptable, from a broadly naturalistic perspective? One kind would
appeal to a putative entailment relation between the subvenient property or fact and the corresponding supervenient property or fact. But
in the case of supervenience relations between the nonmoral and the
moral, such entailment claims are highly implausible, as evidenced by
Moore's "open question" objection. What is wanted is some other sort
of explanation, one which avoids being excessively reductionistic.
A natural way to approach the matter is to return to the pretheoretic notions of ontic primacy and ontic determination, as partially
explicated by the supervenience thesis (S), and to ask why are there
no two physically possible worlds that are just alike physically and yet
differ with respect to higher-level facts. From a broadly naturalistic
perspective, it seems that the appropriate answer is just this: given two
sufficiently detailed partial descriptions D1 and D2 of two such putative
worlds, together perhaps with a sufficiently detailed partial description
D of our actual world, at least one of the descriptions D1 and D2 will
contain violations of the semantics of certain terms and concepts. That
is, the physical facts at any physically possible world w, along with
semantic constraints governing the correct use of the terms in one's
language and the concepts those terms express, together conspire to fix
uniquely all the facts about w statable in the language. 2x
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The operative constraints need not necessarily be regarded as primarily a matter of language per se. This will depend upon one's approach
to the metaphysics of universals - an issue we will remain neutral about
here. Under a realist position concerning universals, the operative constraints ultimately describe what is constitutive of the mind-independent
attributes and kinds predicated by various terms of our language; the
constraints apply to terms only derivatively, by virtue of applying to
the attributes and thing-kinds those terms pick out. Under a nominalist
position, however, the constraints apply directly and nonderivatively to
terms in human language. Intermediate positions between these two
extremes may be possible, too, corresponding to one or another form
of 'conceptualism' concerning universals.
Some semantic constraints governing the proper use of higher-level
terms and concepts embody facts about meaning, or about the nature
of reference relations, that must be tacitly mastered by anyone who
employs the terms and concepts properly. These we will call pure
semantic constraints. 22 Others are the joint product of pure semantic
constraints and certain additional actual-world facts - empirical facts
that need not be known or tacitly mastered in order to employ the
terms and concepts properly. These we will call hybrid semantic constraints. An example of a pure semantic constraint is this (cf. Kripke,
1972; Putnam, 1975):
(P1)

For any physical-stuff natural kind term t , and any physicochemical property P, if S refers at our actual world to physical stuff with a distinctive physical essence, and this stuff's
physical essence is its possession of P, then t refers rigidly
(i.e., at every possible world) to stuff that possesses P.

This constraint combines with relevant empirical facts to yield hybrid
semantic constraints governing various physical-stuff natural kind
terms. One such empirical fact, for instance, is that the term 'water'
refers (at our actual world) to physical stuff whose distinctive physical
essence is to be composed of H20 molecules. Thus, the following is a
hybrid semantic constraint governing the term 'water';
(H1)

For any possible world w, a quantity of liquid (in w) belongs
to the w-extension of 'water' iff it is composed of H20
molecules (in w).

So one kind of naturalistically acceptable explanation for specific
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objective supervenience relations would consist in showing that they
are a consequence of relevant lower-level facts in conjunction with
semantic constraints governing the relevant terms and concepts. We
will call these semantic constraint satisfaction explanations (for short,
SCS explanations). One species of SCS explanation appeals to a purely
local entailment relation directly linking the subvenient fact or property
to the corresponding supervenient one. But this is a limit case; there are
other species, too, appealing to much more global modes of interaction
between semantic constraints and lower-level facts. And, as we will
argue presently, these latter kinds of explanations need not be objectionably reductionistic. 23
Let us now consider a class of specific objective supervenience relations, to see whether they are susceptible to this sort of explanation.
Physical/mental supervenience relations are a natural class to consider,
since it is here that the notion of supervenience was first invoked
(by Davidson) beyond the sphere of ethics, and since moral realists
commonly cite this class when they argue via 'innocence by association'.
We will focus upon the propositional attitudes - belief, desire, hope,
fear, and similar such states - that figure centrally in common-sense
intentional psychology (or 'folk psychology', as it is commonly called
nowadays). We will argue that if a certain recently dominant theme in
philosophy of mind is on the right track, then specific supervenience
facts involving propositional attitudes are indeed susceptible, in principle, to SCS explanations. 24 We say "on the right track" because the
idea we will appeal to need not be fully precise, or fully correct, or the
only centrally important notions in this domain, in order to serve our
purpose here. We will be offering a general plausibility argument for
the in-principle SCS-explainability of supervenience facts about propositional attitudes; for this purpose, "on the right track" suffices.
A broadly functionalist construal of the propositional attitudes has
prevailed in recent philosophy of mind. 25 Roughly and generically,
functionalism asserts that mental state-types are properties whose essence involves their causal role: their syndrome of typical causal interactions with perceptual input from the surrounding environment, with
other internal states similarly functionally characterizable, and with
behavioral interactions with the environment.
Two brands of functionalism have been popular, sometimes labelled
analytic functionalism and psychofunctionalism, respectively. Analytic
functionalism ties a mental state's functional role quite directly to the
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very meaning of the propositional-attitude terms and the concepts expressed by those terms, and construes this functional role as captured
by the fundamental generalizations of common-sense psychology (socalled folk psychology). The leading idea is that these generalizations
operate collectively as pure semantic constraints. As a matter solely
of the meaning of folk-psychological terms and concepts, a correct
assignment of extensions to these terms and concepts, at a given possible world, must be one under which the generalizations of folk psychology come out by and large true.
Psychofunctionalism, on the other hand, asserts that propositional
attitude terms rigidly refer to certain functional properties whose essence is fully captured not by folk psychology per se but, rather, by a
more detailed and elaborated psychological theory - viz., the (mature,
complete) empirical psychological theory that happens to be true of
humans. The idea is that even though we may not yet know what this
theory will look like, and hence we may not yet know the functional
essence of propositional attitude state-types, nevertheless our assertions
and beliefs involving propositional attitude terms and concepts are
causally regulated by these very properties; each folk psychological term
t refers rigidly, according to the psychofunctionalist, to the specific
functional property that causally regulates people's use of t. 26 (This is
seen as analogous to the fact, for example, that scientists' assertions
and beliefs involving the notion of electron have long been causally
regulated by a determinate natural kind, even though scientists have
held many false beliefs about electrons.) Psychofunctionalism thus asserts the following, as a putative pure semantic constraint:
(P2)

For any psychological theory T, if (i) there is some unique
family of interconnected functional properties that causally
regulate (in the actual world) the attributions by humans of
propositional attitudes to one another and to themselves,
and (ii) the generalizations of T collectively characterize the
functional essence of these properties, then each propositional-attitude term rigidly refers to the T-characterizable
functional property that regulates it.

Psychofunctionalism also makes several empirical claims: (1) that clause
(i) of (P2) is true; (2) that the ideal, complete, psychological theory
true of humans plays the role characterized by clause (ii) of (P2); and
(3) that this theory will itself posit propositional attitude properties.
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Suppose, then, that some specific psychological theory T* turns out to
be the one in question. This empirical fact, together with the empirical
claims (1)-(3), would combine with (P2) to yield the following putative
hybrid semantic constraint:
(H2)

For any possible world w, the correct assignment of w-extensions to propositional attitude terms is an assignment which
renders true (at w) all the generalizations of T*.

If this general constraint is correct, then each particular generalization
of T* has the status of a hybrid semantic constraint as well.
Both forms of functionalism lend themselves quite directly to the
SCS mode of explanation. In answer to the question why a given mental
state-type (property) M supervenes upon a given physicochemical statetype P, the appropriate general form of explanation will be this:
P is a member of a system of physicochemical properties
which together more or less realize the pattern of causal
relations characterized by the psychological generalizations
which semantically constrain mental terms and concepts.
Furthermore, P itself occupies the role in that system which,
according to those psychological generalizations, constitutes
the M-role. Hence, whenever someone instantiates P, he
must instantiate M as well.
Thus, semantic constraints plus lower-level facts together conspire to
explain why M supervenes upon P.
This species of SCS explanation is a far cry from a simple appeal to
a putative entailment relation directly linking P to M. The relevant
facts about physicochemical properties - what the properties are, and
the relevant causal generalizations concerning these properties - are
empirical facts, not knowable just on the basis of knowing the meanings
of terms. Thus, the global pattern of realization-relations between mental and physicochemical properties is also empirical. (And according to
psychofunctionalism, even the generalizations that constitute semantic
constraints are empirical.) So this form of explanation of supervenience
relations is not vulnerable to a Moore-style 'open question' objection.
In addition, such an explanation does not presuppose that there is a
unique system of physicochemical properties that more or less realizes
folk psychology's causal generalizations; it allows for the possibility
of multiple realizations. Thus it does not presuppose that there are
biconditional type-type 'bridge laws' linking physicochemical properties
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to mental properties, or that mental properties are identical to their
physical-realization properties. So these explanations need not conform
to the classical model of inter-theoretic reduction in the philosophy of
science, involving biconditional bridge laws and/or property identities. 27 This fact, together with the invulnerability of these SCS explanations to an open question objection, prevents them from being objectionably reductionistic.
No doubt the broadly functionalist approach to mentality needs refining in various ways, including the following. First, proper account
must be taken of the contributions of a person's physical and social
environment to the content of both his speech acts and his mental
states. Second, it is important to distinguish explicitly between folk
psychology and what might be called 'folksy psychology'; the latter
consists of various generalizations which employ folk-psychological concepts and which - although they may well be accepted by many folks,
and although they may even strike many folks as platitudes - do not
really have the status of semantic constraints upon folk-psychological
terms and concepts. 2s Third, SCS explanations probably would need to
invoke additional sorts of semantic constraints, in order to secure a
reasonable degree of determinacy about which potential assignment of
beliefs, desires, meaning, etc., to a person (or to a social group of
persons) is the objectively correct one; these further constraints might
operate more broadly throughout language, rather than being restricted
to the key terms and concepts of folk psychology.29 But these kinds of
refinements and/or additions should not affect the overall plausibility
argument we have offered here. Under a broadly functionalist conception of mentality, it is reasonable to hold that SCS explanations are
possible, in principle, for specific physical/mental supervenience relations.
The nonreductionistic form of SCS explanation can be characterized
more generally. Let a property P realize a property Q just in case for
any physically possible world w, if P is instantiated in w by an individual
I at a time t, then Q is instantiated in w by I at t. Suppose that H is a
set of interrelated 'higher-level' properties that supervene upon certain
'lower-level' ones. Let G be a property in H, and suppose that G
supervenes upon a lower-level property F. The general form of explanation for such a supervenience fact will be this:
Such-and-such semantic constraints specify sufficient conditions for the members of a system of properties to respec-
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tively realize the respective H-properties. F is a member
of a system S of properties which collectively satisfy these
constraints. Furthermore, F itself is a member of S which
realizes the property G under the constraints. Hence in any
physically possible world w, whenever something instantiates
F in w, it also instantiates G in w.
It seems likely that such nonreductionistic SCS explanations can be
given for various familiar types of objective supervenience connections,
like those cited by Brink in the passage quoted earlier. Indeed, these
cases strike one as fairly unproblematic largely because it is so prima
facie plausible that the semantic constraints governing the relevant
terms and concepts, in conjunction with the lower-level facts, entail
determinate inter-level supervenience connections. 3°
5,

O B J E C T I V E S U P E R V E N I E N C E R E L A T I O N S : THE P R O B L E M
OF U N E X P L A I N A B I L I T Y

Are there, then, semantic constraints governing moral terms and concepts which, together with lower-level facts, conspire to fix, at any
possible world, objective moral supervenience facts at that world? In
short, can the moral realist meet the requirements for SCS explanations? In pursuing this question, it will be useful to focus on a proposed
functionalist construal of moral properties due to Brink. Our argument
against this proposal will have generalized import: it will show that
there just do not exist the semantic constraints upon moral terms and
concepts - either pure, or mixed, or a suitable combination of both needed to give SCS explanations of putative objective moral supervenience relations.
Brink suggests an account of moral properties that is modeled on
functionalism in the philosophy of mind:
[T]he moral realist might claim that moral properties are functional properties. He might
claim that what is essential to moral properties is the causal role which they play in the
characteristic activities of human organisms. In particular, the realist might claim that
moral properties are those which bear upon the maintenance and flourishing of human
organisms. Maintenance and flourishing presumably consist in necessary conditions for
survival, other needs associated with basic well-being, wants of various sorts, and distinctively human capacities. People, actions, policies, states of affairs, etc. will bear goodmaking properties just insofar as they contribute to the satisfaction of these needs, wants,
and capacities... [and] will bear bad-making moral properties just insofar as they fail to
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promote or interfere with the satisfaction of these needs, wants, and capacities. The
physical states which contribute to or interfere with these needs, wants, and capacities are
the physical states upon which, on this functionalist theory, moral properties ultimately
supervene. (Brink, 1984, pp. I21-22)
Let us grant that it is really essential to (putative) moral properties
that they " b e a r upon the maintenance and flourishing" of h u m a n organisms. Even allowing this, it seems clear that Brink's explicit remarks
in this passage are far too vague and sketchy to yield the specific, richly
substantive, constraints on moral terms and concepts that are required
for SCS explanations. Which kinds of needs, wants, and capacities are
morally important, and what is their relative moral significance? W h a t
are the morally required, or morally permissible, ways of accommodating intrapersonal and interpersonal conflicts between different morally
relevant needs, wants, and capacities? What counts as the "flourishing"
of a h u m a n organism, a notion which is at least partially moral-evaluative? Such questions can receive widely different, mutually incompatible, answers - all of which still have the general features Brink describes.
We take it that he would concede this point. 31 Moreover, although
he does not explicitly address the challenge of providing explanations
of putative objective moral supervenience facts - as we have seen, he
argues via "innocence by association" that there is no special explanatory problem here - he would presumably agree, if pressed on the
issue, that a moral theory would figure centrally in providing such an
explanation. H e says:
The details of the way in which moral properties supervene upon other natural properties
are worked out differently by different moral theories. Determination of which account
of moral supervenience is best will depend upon determination of which moral theory
provides the best account of all our beliefs, both moral and non-moral. (Brink, 1984, p.
121; cf. 1989, p. 175)
So Brink envisions a functionalist account of moral terms and concepts
that draws upon a specific, developed, moral theory. Presumably he
would look to the generalizations of that theory to find constraints
sufficiently rich to provide a basis for explaining objective supervenience
relations.
What sorts of constraints one envisions in connection with a functionalist account of moral properties will depend upon which of the
two dominant versions of functionalism in the philosophy of mind one
takes as one's model for a version of moral functionalism. As explained
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in the previous section, analytic functionalism holds that the generalizations of folk psychology function collectively as pure semantic constraints on the psychological terms and the concepts they express, and
that these generalizations collectively capture the functional roles that
allegedly are the essential features of mental properties. A version of
analytic moral functionalism, then, would presumably assert that there
is a set of moral generalizations with the following features. First, they
have the status of pure semantic constraints; i.e., as a matter solely of
the meaning of moral terms and concepts, a correct assignment of
extensions to moral terms, at a given possible world, must be one
under which the generalizations come out true. Second, their collective
constraining power is strong enough to yield a unique extension assignment to moral terms, at any possible worldY So if analytic moral
functionalism is true, then SCS explanations of (putative) objective
moral supervenience relations should be possible, by appeal to a suitable combination of (i) nonmoral facts, and (ii) pure semantic constraints governing moral terms and concepts.
It is reasonably clear, however, that Brink patterns his moral functionalism after psychofunctionalism in the philosophy of mind. Presumably he thinks that many of the generalizations that capture the functional essence of moral properties are to be empirically discovered, and
will belong to the moral theory that "provides the best account of all
our beliefs, both moral and non-moral". According to synthetic moral
functionalism, as we will call this position, moral terms are construed
as purporting to pick out certain functional properties whose essence
is revealed by the generalizations of a synthetic moral theory. On the
one hand are facts allegedly built directly into the meaning of moral
terms and concepts: (i) that they purport to express certain abstract
(i.e., multiply realizable) properties; (ii) that the essential nature of
these properties involves their interconnected functional roles; and (iii)
that it is an empirical question what these functional roles are. On the
other hand is the normative moral theory T whose generalizations, as
a matter of empirical fact, collectively capture the essential nature of
moral properties. 33 The idea is that even though people often disagree
morally, and even though mistaken moral beliefs commonly occur,
nevertheless, human moral terms and moral beliefs still are causally
regulated by some unique set of functional properties whose essence is
captured by theory T. Coherentist methodology in ethics is supposedly
an epistemically appropriate way to learn about T empirically.34
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So synthetic moral functionalism asserts the following, a putative
pure general semantic constraint on moral terms:
(P3)

For any normative moral theory T, if (i) there is some unique
family of interconnected functional properties that causally
regulates the actual-world moral judgments and moral statements of humans, and (ii) the generalizations of T collectively characterize the functional essence of these properties,
then each moral term refers rigidly to the T-characterizable
functional property that regulates it. 35

Synthetic moral functionalism also makes the following two key empirical claims.
(E.i)

There is indeed a unique family of functional properties that
causally regulates the moral judgments and moral statements
of human beings in general, despite the fact that humans
widely disagree among themselves about matters of morality.

(E.ii)

There is a single normative moral theory whose generalizations would correctly capture the functional essence of the
properties that causally regulates human moral judgments
and statements.

These empirical assumptions, in combination with (P3), yield the
following putative hybrid general semantic constraint on moral terms.
(The symbol 'T*' here designates the synthetic normative moral theory,
whatever it is, that satisfies the antecedent of (P3).)
(H3)

For any possible world w, a corrrect assignment of w-extensions to moral terms is an assignment which renders true (at
w) all the generalizations of T*.

This thesis confers upon the individual generalizations of T* the status
of hybrid semantic constraints. So if (P3), (E.i), and (E.ii) are true,
then SCS explanations of (putative) objective moral supervenience facts
should be possible in principle, adverting to a suitable combination of
(i) nonmoral facts, and (ii) a set of semantic constraints that includes
the generalizations of the envisioned moral theory T*. Since moral
properties are multiply realizable functional properties, according to
synthetic moral functionalism, these explanations would be parallel in
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form to the SCS explanations of mental supervenience relations that
would be underwritten by psychofunctionalism in the philosophy of
mind.
We now turn to a critique of synthetic moral functionalism. Even if
one grants the empirical claims (E.i) and (E.ii), we will argue, synthetic
moral functionalism is untenable anyway. Moral terms simply do not
conform to the putative pure general semantic constraint (P3), and for
this reason do not conform to the putative hybrid general semantic
constraint (H3) either. Consequently, even if (E.i) and (E.ii) are true,
it is a mistake to construe the relation of causal regulation between
functional properties and moral terms as generating - or as constituting - the relation of (rigid) reference between these terms and properties. Thus if objective moral properties exist at all, then they are not
identical with the functional properties in question. 36
Since pure semantic constraints express facts about meaning and
reference whose tacit mastery is required for linguistic competence, one
can obtain evidence for or against a putative pure semantic constraint
by conducting thought experiments: construct a pertinent hypothetical
scenario, and then ask whether competent speakers (oneself included)
find it intuitively appropriateto describe the envisioned scenario in the
manner required by the alleged constraint. 37 Putnam's original Twin
Earth story, for instance, functions as a suitable test scenario for thesis
(P1), a putative pure general semantic constraint concerning physicalstuff natural kind terms. And the intuitions of competent speakers
strongly corroborate (P1): by and large (except for a few recalcitrant
philosophers whose intuitions evidently have become tainted by their
long acceptance of the very views about reference that the thought
experiment calls into question), Putnam's readers find it intuitively
natural - and strongly so - to say: (i) that the term 'water' in Twin
English does not mean what it does in English; (ii) that the Twin Earth
word 'water' is not translatable by the English word 'water'; and (iii)
that the beliefs that Twin Earthlings would express using their word
'water' are not beliefs about water at all (but, instead, are beliefs about
a substance distinct from water).
So let us consider a variant of Putnam's famous thought experiment:
Moral Twin Earth. As in Putnam's original example, Moral Twin Earth
is much like Earth: exactly similar geography and natural surroundings
(we can even let the oceans, rivers, and streams be filled with H20);
there is a state that Moral Twin Earthlings call 'Tennessee', situated
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immediately south of a state they call 'Kentucky'; a large number of
Moral Twin Earthlings make a yearly pilgrimage to Twin Memphis to
visit the grave site of Twin Elvis; and so on and on. Of course, as in
all such examples, there are some differences between Earth and Moral
Twin Earth.
Before describing these differences, let us make some empirical assumptions about Earth itself. Suppose that the new-wave moral realist's
claims (E.i) and (E.ii) are true: Earthlings' moral judgments and moral
statements are causally regulated by some unique family of functional
properties, whose essence is functionally characterizable via the generalizations of a single substantive moral theory. Suppose, too, that this
theory is discoverable through moral inquiry employing coherentist
methodology. For specificity, let this be some sort of consequentialist
theory, which we will designate T c.
Now for Moral Twin Earth. Its inhabitants have a vocabulary that
works very much like human moral vocabulary; they use the terms
'good' and 'bad', 'right' and 'wrong', to evaluate actions, persons,
institutions, and so forth (at least those who speak twin English use
these terms, whereas those who speak some other twin language use
terms orthographically identical to the corresponding moral terms in
the corresponding Earthly language). But on Moral Twin Earth,
people's uses of twin-moral terms are causally regulated by certain
natural properties distinct from those that (as we are already supposing)
regulate English moral discourse. The properties tracked by twin English moral terms are also functional properties, whose essence is functionally characterizable by means of a normative moral theory. But
these are non-consequentialist moral properties, whose functional essence is captured by some specific deontological theory; call this theory
Td. 38 These functional properties are similar enough to those characterizable via T c to account for the fact that twin-moral discourse operates in Twin Earth society and culture in much the manner that moral
discourse operates on Earth. The differences in causal regulation, we
may suppose, are due at least in part to species-wide differences between psychological temperament that distinguish Twin Earthlings from
Earthlings. (For instance, perhaps Twin Earthlings tend to experience
the sentiment of guilt more readily and more intensively, and tend to
experience sympathy less readily and less intensively, than do
Earthlings.) 39 In addition, suppose that if Twin Earthlings were to
employ in a proper and thorough manner the same reliable method of
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moral inquiry which (as we are already supposing) would lead
Earthlings to discover that Earthling uses of moral terms are causally
regulated by functional properties whose essence is captured by the
consequentialist normative theory T °, then this method would lead the
Twin Earthlings to discover that their own uses of twin-moral terms are
causally regulated by functional properties whose essence is captured by
the deontological theory Z d.
We are supposing that Earthlings and Twin Earthlings agree in their
relevant nonmoral beliefs. In addition, there is significant, though not
perfect, agreement between Earthlings' moral beliefs and Twin
Earthlings' twin-moral beliefs. Divergences are reflected in the considered moral (and twin-moral) beliefs with which coherentist methodology begins, and they persist even after the methodology is properly
applied by Earthlings and by Twin Earthlings, respectively. These disagreements manifest themselves most prominently in just those cases
where consequentialist and deontological ethical theories tend to yield
sharply differing prescriptions - cases where consequence-based moral
reasoning conflicts with moral reasoning that appeals fundamentally to
respect for persons, or to individual rights, or the like. (A typical such
case might involve an act of intentionally causing the death of an
innocent individual in order to save the life of another, in circumstances
where the agent knows that otherwise they would both die. Here is an
example. A woman in labor cannot deliver her child, because the
child's head is too large to pass through the birth canal. The attending
physician's only options are (i) to let the mother die, whereupon the
child will also die, or (ii) to save the mother by crushing the child's
skull.)
So much for the salient features of Moral Twin Earth; now to the
implications for moral functionalism. Suppose that a group of explorers
from Earth visit Moral Twin Earth some day. Initially, the explorers
will be strongly inclined to translate Twin Earthly terms 'good' and
'right' (as used by speakers of Twin English) as indeed identical in
meaning to our orthographically identical English terms. After all, the
uses of these terms on Moral Twin Earth seem to bear all the 'formal'
marks that we take to characterize moral vocabulary. In particular, the
terms are used to reason about considerations bearing on Twin Earthly
well-being; Twin Earthlings are normally disposed to act in certain
ways corresponding to judgments about what is 'good' and 'right'; they
normally take considerations about what is 'good' and 'right' to be
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especially important, even of overriding importance in most cases; they
consider it a semantic error to use the terms 'good' and 'right' in a way
that violates supervenience; and so on. Would the Earthling explorers
be right in thinking that the twin-moral terms of Twin English have the
same meaning as their counterpart terms in English?
Synthetic moral functionalism, in claiming that (P3) expresses a general pure semantic constraint governing moral terms, is committed to
the view that the twin-moral terms of Moral Twin English rigidly designate different properties than those rigidly designated by the moral terms
of English. Hence it is committed to saying that Twin-Earthly twinmoral terms differ in meaning from Earthly moral terms - j u s t as, in
Putnam's original case, the Twin-Earthly term 'water' differs in meaning
from the corresponding Earthly term. So if terms like 'good' and 'right'
really conform to (P3), then reflection on the Moral Twin Earth scenario ought to drive one's semantic intuitions in exactly the same direction as they are driven when one contemplates Putnam's example.
Upon discovering (i) that the considered twin-moral judgments of Twin
Earthlings converge under coherentist epistemic methodology to a different normative theory than do the considered moral judgments of
Earthlings, and (ii) that the twin-moral judgments of Twin Earthlings
are causally sensitive to different functional properties than are the
moral judgments of Earthlings, the Earthling explorers should conclude
that despite the initial appearances, Twin Earthlings just don't mean
what Earthlings do by terms like 'good' and 'right'.
But quite simply, reflection on this scenario does not lead one to
these conclusions at all. There is no hermeneutical pressure to revise
the original interpretation of Moral Twin Earthlings as having a moral
vocabulary that they use to express moral beliefs.
Consider what is natural to say regarding Putnam's water example.
It would be silly to describe the differences between Earthlings and
Twin Earthlings, in this scenario, as differences in theory and belief
about the nature of water. It is not that here we have a clash in
theory and belief so that there is an open question about who is right
concerning water: Earthlings or Twin Earthlings (or neither). Rather,
the natural response is simply to say that we have here a difference in
meaning, not in theory and belief. So if thesis (P3) is correct, one
would expect one's response to the differences contemplated in the
Moral Twin Earth story to run exactly parallel to those one has with
Putnam's example. But the natural response to the differences contem-
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plated in the Moral Twin Earth story is that Earthlings and Twin
Earthlings differ in their respective moral beliefs, and ultimately differ
in their respective moral theories. Earthlings' moral beliefs are causally
sensitive to a certain functional property which, according to moral
theory T ~, is the fundamental right-making property; and Twin
Earthlings' moral beliefs are causally sensitive to a different property
which, according to theory T a, is fundamentally right-making. But to
put it this way is to describe the differences here as differences in moral
belief and moral theory. What seems wrongheaded is to chalk up the
contemplated differences to differences in the meanings of 'good' and
'right'. In fact, here the question about what really is the fundamental
right-making property seems to be an open question, and one over
which Earthlings and Twin Earthlings disagree. 4°
The immediate upshot of the Moral Twin Earth thought experiment
is that synthetic moral functionalism is not tenable and, hence, cannot
undergird SCS explanations of putative objective supervenience relations between nonmoral and moral facts or properties. But the story's
import is more general. Moral Twin Earth scenarios show that whatever
form or forms any pure or hybrid semantic constraints might take,
there just do not exist enough semantic constraints on moral terms and
concepts for these constraints, together with objective nonmoral facts,
to determinately fix the extensions (at a possible world) of moral terms
and concepts. 4t For if there did exist such constraints, then they should
reveal themselves in one's responses to the relevant Moral Twin Earth
scenario: one should feel hermeneutic pressure either to say that the
Twin Earthlings' twin-moral judgments and statements have schmoral
content rather than genuine moral content, or that Twin Earthlings are
guilty of outright semantic incoherence in their moral beliefs (the kind
of incoherence manifested by someone who professes to believe both
(i) that St. Francis was a good man, and (ii) that someone else who
was just like St. Francis in all relevant nonmoral respects was not a
good man). But there is no such hermeneutic pressure. Hence there
do not exist semantic constraints that are strong enough to undergird
SCS explanations of objective nonmoral/moral supervenience relations.
6. CONCLUSION
We have put forth a case for the claim that objective moral supervenience relations do not comport with metaphysical naturalism, even when
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this position is construed broadly and nonreductively. To hold out for
objective moral supervenience relations, given no clear way in which
specific moral supervenience facts can be explained in a naturalistically
acceptable manner, is to hold out for what looks, from a naturalistic
perspective, decidedly queer. The effect of our argument is to undercut
recent appeals to "innocence by association", and to shift the burden
of proof back to the new-wave moral realists.
As potential avenues of response to our challenge, the moral realist
evidently has the following principal options:
(1)

(2)

(3)
(4)

Admit that moral supervenience relations are queer from
the perspective of metaphysical naturalism; and repudiate
naturalism.
Argue, contrary to Section 2 above, that a viable metaphysical naturalism need not provide explanations of objective
moral supervenience relations, but instead can construe facts
about such relations as explanatorily sui generis.
Argue, contrary to Section 5, that SCS explanations of objective moral supervenience facts can be given after all.
Argue that objective moral supervenience facts can be explained in some other naturalistically acceptable way, one
we have overlooked in this paper.

For a philosopher who seeks to square moral realism with a thoroughgoing metaphysical naturalism, as the new wavers typically profess to do,
option (1) is unacceptable. Option (2) is an unappealing fallbaek position which appears, prima facie, to water down the label 'naturalism'
past the saturation point; even Moore would now be counted a metaphysical naturalist. Moreover, this position carries a very heavy burden
of proof, especially since objective mental supervenience relations and other kinds of objective supervenience relations which the new
wavers like to claim are 'partners in the guilt' with moral supervenience - evidently are susceptible to naturalistically acceptable explanations (viz., SCS explanations). Option (3) does not look promising,
given the arguments of Section 5. Option (4) carries a doubly heavy
burden of proof: (i) characterizing some general form of explanation,
other than SCS explanation, that is naturalistically acceptable without
being reductionistie; and then (ii) arguing that (putative) objective
moral supervenience facts are indeed susceptible to such explanations.
At present, no way of discharging this double burden is even remotely
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i n s i g h t . W e c o n c l u d e t h a t t h e p r o b l e m o f m o r a l q u e e r n e s s is a l i v e a n d
w e l l , a n d t h a t it p o s e s a v e r y w e i g h t y c h a l l e n g e t o m o r a l r e a l i s m . 42

NOTES
* This paper is thoroughly collaborative. The order of authorship is alphabetical. During
its evolution from early drafts to its present form, we have written several related papers;
see Horgan and Timmons (1991 and forthcoming), and Timmons (1990).
1 We will use fact talk and property talk in a way that is intended to be neutral about
whether facts or properties should be countenanced within ontology; those who think
not should construe this talk as a fafon de parler. (We will move freely back and forth
between talk of facts and of properties, in order to facilitate discussion.) Characterizing
the operative sense of objectivity involved in moral realism is a matter over which there
can be some disagreement; we will remain neutral about this issue as well.
2 This new strain of moral realism is particularly evident in the writings of Brink (1984,
1986, 1989), Sturgeon (1984, 1986), Post (1987), and Boyd (1988).
3 Both arguments occur in Mackie (1977), and are further discussed in Mackie (1980,
1982).
4 The quoted sentence represents what Mackie calls the metaphysical part of the argument. He notes that this metaphysical problem has an epistemological adjunct, viz., a
problem about how we can possibly be aware of such allegedly strange properties. We
are here concerned only with the more basic metaphysical dimension of the queerness
issue.
s See DarwaU (1983) and Brink (1986, 1989, chap. 3) for different versions of ethical
internalism, and Brink (1986, 1989, chap. 3) for a critique of this view. Although it is
surely unlikely that ordinary, competent, users of moral language would assent to the
thesis of internalism in any of its varieties when put to them as an abstract philosophical
thesis, still this thesis does seem to capture a feature of ordinary moral thinking. Undergraduates, at least, do quite clearly recognize a difference between the authority of
nonmoral 'oughts' and moral 'oughts', and something like having objective prescriptivity
seems to accurately enough depict their sense of the difference. Put this way, attributing
to common moral sense what a philosopher would describe as internalism may not be as
unwarranted as Brink and others suppose.
6 The nature of the modality may depend upon the kinds of facts or properties that bear
the supervenience relation to one another. In the case of moral supervenience, presumably the operative modality is metaphysical necessity - truth in all possible worlds.
7 This anti-reductionist trend, as well as the associated appeal to supervenience, was
heralded by Davidson (1970). After setting forth his celebrated "anomalous monism" which asserts (i) that every concrete mental event is a concrete physical event, and (ii) that
there are no psychophysical laws linking mental and physical event types, or properties Davidson wrote:
Although the position I describe denies there are psychophysical laws, it is consistent
with the view that mental characteristics are in some sense dependent, or supervenient,
on physical characteristics. Such supervenience might be taken to mean that there
cannot be two events alike in all physical respects but differing in some mental respect,
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or that an object cannot alter in some mental respect without altering in some physical
respect. Dependence or supervenience of this kind does not entail reducibility through
law or definition: if it did, we could reduce moral properties to descriptive, and this
there is good reason to believe cannot be done; and we might be able to reduce truth
in a formal system to syntactical properties, and this we know in general cannot be
done. (Davidson, 1970, p. 88)
This passage suggests that a plausable nonreductive naturalism in the philosophy of mind
consists ,of the conjunction of two theses: (1) the psychophysical identity thesis for
concrete mental events and states; and (2) the thesis that mental properties are supervenient upon physical properties. This idea has been frequently echoed - especially in
conjunction with functionalist views concerning the mental, which normally assert that
mental properties are multiply realizable by distinct physical properties.
8 Notice that this argument slurs together the focal points of Mackie's two queerness
arguments, by shifting attention away from the supervenience relation itself and onto the
various kinds of supervenient facts and properties.
9 For proposals to explicate, or partially explicate, metaphysical naturalism (or materialism, or physicalism) as involving a thesis along the lines of (S), see Hellman and Thompson (1975, 1977), Haugeland (1982), Horgan (1982, 1984b, 1987), Kim (1978), Lewis
(1983), and Post (1987).
~o For further discussion of how best to characterize physical possibility, for purposes of
articulating a general supervenience thesis like (S), see Horgan (1982, 1984b, 1987) and
Lewis (1983).
~ In suggesting this construal of the above-quoted passage, and of the alleged 'queerness'
of moral supervenienee, we do not mean to claim that Mackie himself regarded the
matter in exactly this way. It is hard to know exactly what he had in mind, since he did
not elaborate much upon the second version of the queerness argument, as stated in the
passage we quote as our epigraph. He had a worry, possibly just a vague one, expressed
in the form of a question. We are articulating a problem that we claim is genuine, and
that tends to be evoked (for us, anyway) by Mackie's own words. On the other hand,
the following passage from Mackie (1982) does suggest that his own worry was much the
same as the one we have articulated:
If we adopted moral objectivism, we should have to regard the relations of moral
supervenience which connect values and obligations with their natural grounds as
synthetic; they would then be in principle something a god might conceivably create;
and since they would otherwise be a very odd sort of thing, the admitting of them
would be an inductive ground for admitting also a god to create them. There would
be something here in need of explanation, and a being with a power to create what lies
outside the bounds of natural plausibility or even possibility might well be the explanation we require. (Mackie, 1982, p. 118; our emphasis)
~2 Moore wrote that
if a given thing possesses any kind of intrinsic value in a certain degree, then not only
must that same thing possess it, under all circumstances, in the same degree, but also
anything exactly like it, must, under all circumstances, possess it in exactly the same
degree. Or to put it in the corresponding negative form: It is possible that of two
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exactly similar things one should possess it and the other not, or that one should
possess it in one degree, and the other in a different one. (Moore, 1922, p. 261;
M o o r e ' s emphasis)
This passage is s o m e t i m e s construed as asserting what K i m (1984) calls "'weak supervenience", pertaining only to pairs of things that both occupy the same possible world rather than "strong supervenience", pertaining to pairs of things that, respectively, occupy
either t h e same or different possible worlds. But although Moore's wording can perhaps
be interpreted this way, we submit that it is more natural and more plausible to understand
him as asserting the so-called 'strong' form of supervenience. Thus, it is a distortion
of M o o r e ' s two alternative ordinary-language modal formulations to translate them,
respectively, by the (logically equivalent) sentences
[](x)(y)(n)[(Lxy & Vxn) ~ Vyn]
O(3x)(3y)(3n)(Lxy & Vxn & -Vyn),
where ' [ ] ' and ' ~ ' are the necessity and possibility operators of modal logic, "L' expresses
the (intra-world) relation being exactly alike in all relevant natural respects, and ' V n'
expresses the normative property being intrinsically valuable to degree 17. David Lewis
(1986) concurs in our construal of the modal language which Moore and others have
used to express supervenience theses. Lewis writes:
Supervenience m e a n s that there could be no difference of the one sort without difference of the other sort . . . . W h a t we want is modality, but not the sentential modal
operator . . . . IT]he real effect of the 'could' seems to be to unrestrict quantifiers which
would normally range over this-worldly things. A m o n g all the worlds, or a m o n g all
the things in all the worlds (or less than all, if there is some restriction), there is no
difference of the one sort without differences of the other sort. W h e t h e r the things
that differ are part of the same world is neither here nor there. (Lewis, 1986, pp. 15-

17)
13 Moore wrote that "the f u n d a m e n t a l principles of Ethics must be synthetic propositions,
declaring what things, and in what degree, possess a simple and unanalysable property
which m a y be called 'intrinSic value' or ' g o o d n e s s ' " (Moore, 1903, p. 58), Such propositions, he maintained,
must all rest in the end upon s o m e proposition which must simply be accepted or
rejected . . . . This r e s u l t . . , m a y otherwise be expressed by saying that the fundamental
principles of Ethics must be self-evident. T h e expression "self-evident' m e a n s properly
that the proposition so called is evident or true, by itself alone . . . . The expression
does not m e a n that the proposition is true, because it is evident to you or me or all
m a n k i n d , because in other words it appears to us to be true. That a proposition appears
to be true can never be a valid a r g u m e n t that true it really is. By saying that a
proposition is self-evident, we m e a n emphatically that its appearing so to us, is not the
reason why it is true: for we m e a n that it has absolutely no reason. (Ibid., p. 143;
M o o r e ' s emphasis)
If a true synthetic proposition " h a s absolutely no reason", then clearly the fact it expresses
cannot be susceptible to explanation.
14 It should be stressed emphatically that the non-analytic necessary truths discussed by
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Kripke (1972) are not explanatorily sui generis and, hence, are not relevantly analogous
to the putative necessary truths in question. One can explain, for instance, why the
statement "Hesperus = Phosphorus' is necessarily true. First, one explains why 'Hesperus'
and "Phosphorus' both happen to denote the same individual in the actual world; then
one points out that each of these terms is a rigid designator and, hence, denotes the
same individual at every possible world where it denotes at all.
15 Blackburn (1985) evidently has in mind this explainability requirement when he makes
the following remarks concerning supervenience theses:
[W]e may be dealing with 'nomological danglers' or necessities which connect together
properties of very different kinds, and it may lessen our metaphysical pride to remember that it is one thing to assert such necessities, but quite another thing to have
a theory about why we can do so. Like many philosophers, I believe many supervenience claims in varying strengths; perhaps unlike them I see them as part of the
problem - in the philosophy of mind, or of secondary properties, or of morals or
kinds - and not part of the solution. (as quoted in Sayre-McCord, 1988, p. 74)
Schiffer (1987) also recognizes the explainability requirement. Concerning Moore, his
critics, and contemporary appeals to supervenience in the philosophy of mind, Schiffer
writes:
Tough-minded physicalist types (including many Logical Positivists) agreed [with
Moore] that moral properties could not be reduced to natural p r o p e r t i e s . . , but had
no sympathy at all with Moore's positive thesis, which postulated a realm of nonnatural properties and facts. These properties, it was felt, could not be made sense of
within a scientific world view; they were obscurantist and produced more problems
than they solved. At the same time, philosophers who abhorred Moore's irreducibly
non-natural properties knew he also held this thesis about them: that it was not possible
for two things or events to be alike in all physical respects while differing in some
moral property . . . . No one thought that Moore's positive theory of moral properties
was in any way mitigated by this further supervenience thesis. How could being
told that non-natural moral properties stood in the supervenience relation to physical
properties make them any more palatable? On the contrary, invoking a special primitive
metaphysical relation of supervenience to explain how non-natural moral properties
were related to physical properties was must to add mystery to mystery, to cover one
obscurantist move with one another. I therefore find it more than a little ironic, and
puzzling, that supervenience is nowadays being heralded as a way of making nonpleonastic, irreducibly non-natural mental properties cohere with an acceptably naturalistic solution to the mind-body problem. (Schiffer, 1987, pp. 153-54)
~6 Brink (1989, pp. 172-80) points out that the metaphysical queerness worry is a

comparative worry and can be raised independently of a materialist metaphysical outlook.
One might argue that moral supervenience is quite unlike nonmoral supervenience in
important respects, and one might do so regardless of one's views about the ontological
nature of nonmoral supervenience relations and their relata. Although dialectically we
find it convenient to press the objection as Mackie did - as motivated by a materialist
metaphysical picture - the force of our argument is quite general: we will contend that
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regardless of ontological outlook, there is a comparative worry about moral supervenience.
a7 When a single person's judgments respect this constraint, there will arise specific
supervenience relations among that person's judgments, and among sentences expressing
those judgments. But such supervenience relations are person-relative (and, hence, nonobjective), since they can vary widely from one person to another even if both persons'
respective judgments fully conform with supervenience qua semantic constraint.
a8 An explanatory question concerning nonobjective supervenience relations also arises
under Hare's view. Relative to an individual person (or a social group) who judges, for
example, that St. Francis was a good man, one can ask why this judgment supervenes
upon judgments about St. Francis's generosity, honesty, etc., and not some other properties. But this question concerns the standards the person (or group) uses in making
judgments about people's moral characters. According to Hare, the relation between the
judgment about St. Francis's natural characteristics and the moral judgment "is that a
statement of the characteristics of the m a n . . , together with a specification of a standard
for judging men m o r a l l y . . , entails a moral judgment upon him" (Hare, 1952, pp. 14546). And a sentence specifying a standard is not, in its primary use, true or false; there
are no objective moral standards, no moral facts involving standards. Rather, a standardexpressing moral judgment is best conceived as having quite general commendatory or
prescriptive content - and, hence, as ultimately dependent upon one's preferences, goals,
and choices. Thus, the explanation of a person's (or a group's) standards is a psychological
and/or sociological matter. (Of course, there may well be facts about what standards are
currently under adoption by an individual or a group. Moral sentences can have the
secondary use of stating such (subjective) facts, in Hate's view; and in this respect they
can be true or false. Choice of such standards is also subject to those other formal
constraints, e.g., universalizability, that Hare discusses.)
~9 Relativist versions are likely to be better off on this score than nonrelativist ones. In
Section 5 we set forth an argument against the possibility of explaining objective moral
supervenience relations in a certain way; this argument is not directly applicable to
relativist forms of subjectivism.
2o This is not to deny that what is good, right, etc., often depends upon certain specific
nonmoral situational facts concerning a given person or social group. Such facts, though,
would figure among the subvenient facts upon which goodness, rightness, etc., supervene.
22 Even if there are facts not statable in English (or in other natural languages), the
same principle should hold for a richer language in which these facts are statable.
22 For present purposes we can remain neutral about whether pure semantic constraints
must reflect analytic truths, or whether they must be knowable a priori. What one says
about these questions will depend upon one's specific philosophical views about
analyticity, a priori knowledge, and related matters.
23 One might think that SCS explanations violate the idea that only the lowerqevel facts
are 'ontically primary'; for, such explanations would invoke not only lower-level facts,
but also facts about the meanings of higher-level terms and concepts. But this does not
really constitute a violation of ontic primacy, for two reasons. First, the question about
the proper extensions of higher-level terms and statements, at a given physically possible
world, only makes sense when we consider these terms and statements as having their
ordinary meanings; insofar as we treat them merely as semantically uninterpreted syntactic
objects, rather than as meaningful sentences and expressions of a given language, they
lack extensions altogether. Second, it is crucial to distinguish between (i) appealing to
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the semantic facts of a given language, when one is explaining specific supervenience
relations as described in that very language, and (ii) explaining specific supervenience
relations between nonsemantic facts and semantic facts. There is actually no principled
reason why one could not do the former in the process of doing the latter, even if the
same language is involved in both (i) and (ii). Think, for instance, of an English-speaking
LaPlacean demon who knows the whole physical history of the universe, and whose task
is to deduce all the facts about the universe (as described in English) from this knowledge
plus his knowledge about the semantic facts of English. Among the facts so deduced would
be the facts about specific supervenience connections between the physical properties and
the semantic properties of the utterances of English-speaking Earthlings. Even though
their language happens to be the same as his own, he makes no use of this happy
coincidence in his explanatory project; thus, there is no real circularity in his explanations
of the relevant supervenience facts concerning the utterances of these English-speaking
Earthlings. The same goes for someone who explains, by appeal to certain lower-level
facts plus certain semantic constraints governing the language he is employing in his
explanation, specific nonsemantic/semantic supervenience facts concerning his own utterances. For further related discussion, see Horgan (1984b).
24 We will not discuss qualia, i.e., phenomenal mental states. Qualia are especially
problematic vis-a-vis the supervenience of the mental upon the physical. For instance,
prima facie it seems we can consistently imagine 'inverted qualia' scenarios, involving
two persons whose neural states are indistinguishable but whose respective qualia are the
"spectral inverses' of one another. Corresponding scenarios involving putative 'inverted
propositional attitudes', on the other hand, seem patently unintelligible. For further
discussion of these matters, plus arguments for the supervenience of qualia, see Horgan
(1984a, 1987). The former paper defends a type-type psychophysical identity theory for
qualia, with qualia-names treated as rigid designators. If this position is correct, then
(metalinguistic) supervenience facts, to the effect that whatever is the referent of a given
physicalistic state-name must also be the referent of the corresponding qualia-name,
become a species of metalinguistic facts about two rigid designators being (necessarily)
coextensional. Presumably, such facts are susceptible to SCS explanations, at least in
principle. Cf. Note 14 above.
25 We say "'broadly" functionalist because nowadays it is commonly conceded that an
adequate functionalist approach must take account of the so-called 'wide content' of
propositional attitudes, as partially determined by one's physical and social environment.
See Burge (1979, 1986), Loar (1982), White (1982), and Fodor (1986).
2~ On reference as causal regulation, see Boyd (1979, 1982, 1988). The general notion
Boyd calls "'regulation" figures prominently in various recent 'causal' accounts of reference. These accounts are part of the theoretical background for psychofunctionalism, a
fact explicitly reflected in thesis (P2) below.
27 See Nagel (1960), Schaffner (1967), Putnam (1970), and Causey (1972).
2s The folk/folksy distinction is made in Horgan and Graham (1990). Grandma's quaint
folk wisdom is folksy psychology, not folk psychology. When two young people with
similar personalities become romantically involved, Grandma remarks, "Similars attract".
When the personalities are quite different, she remarks, "Opposites attract". The crucial
test for whether a generalization belongs to folk psychology proper is this: it would be
semantically deviant to assign attitudes to someone, and meanings to their speech acts,
in such a way that the given generalization did not come out by and large true.
29 This is the case with the constraints proposed by Lewis (1983, 1984).
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30 The structure(s) of such SCS explanations would depend in part upon how one
conceives semantic theory, and upon the kinds of constraints one's semantic theory
invokes. For some considerations suggesting that such explanations can be given for many
other kinds of supervenience relations besides physical/mental ones, see Lewis (1974)
and Horgan (1984b).
31 He writes:
Even if the special sciences can tell us something about human needs, wants, and
capacities, and the effective ways of realizing them, these sciences cannot rank these
components of the good or adjudicate conflicts among them. Some irreducibility normative questions must be answered in determining what constitutes human well-being and
flourishing. (Brink, 1984, p. 123)
32 Perhaps this constraining power arises in combination with semantic constraints that
operate more broadly throughout language; cf. Note 29. Garden variety vagueness can
be tolerated, and also a lack of truth value for certain claims statable in moral vocabulary.
33 Again, perhaps T's generalizations do so in combination with more general semantic
constraints; cf. Note 29.
34 New-wave moral realists repudiate moral skepticism and, hence, must posit some kind
of putatively reliable epistemic methodology for ethics. But although they typically espouse coherentism, this epistemic position is not a defining ingredient of synthetic moral
functionalism per se.
35 It is natural to construe synthetic moral functionalism as the view that moral terms
designate functional properties rigidly. (Call this second-order synthetic moral functionalism.) The rigidity claim is important, for the purposes of the new-wave moral
realist. For, if he instead claims that moral terms refer to functional properties nonrigidly,
picking out different functional properties in different possible worlds, then he opens the
door to relativism. (Different subgroups of persons, either actual or hypothetical, will
use moral terms to refer to different functional properties, even though these terms have
a single common meaning across the subgroups.) Relativism is anathema to the new
wavers, because it would undermine the objectivity of putative moral facts.
But there is another way one might formulate synthetic moral functionalism, viz., as
the view that moral terms nonrigidly designate, in a given socio-cultural situation, whatever first-order natural properties happen to collectively satisfy (in that situation) the
theory T mentioned in (P3). (Call this first-order synthetic moral functionalism.) This
version construes moral properties not as functional properties themselves but, rather,
as first-order realizers of functional properties. Nevertheless, first-order synthetic functionalism, too, ties the semantics of moral terms directly to the specific normative moral
theory T.
Relativism is avoided in any case: either way, the relevant functional properties essentially linked to moral terms cannot vary socio-culturally (even though the realizing properties can), which means that the same normative moral theory - viz., T - must be true in
all possible socio-cultural situations. Our subsequent discussion will be explicitly directed
at the second-order version of synthetic moral functionalism, but could be modified
appropriately to become applicable, mutatis mutandis, to the first-order version.
36 One could certainly question (E.i), (E.ii), or both. It is by no means obvious that
human moral judgments are causally regulated by highly abstract functional properties rather than issuing, say, from viscerally experienced attitudes of approval, revulsion, and
the like. A n d even allowing causal regulation by functional properties, there is ample
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room to doubt whether the moral judgments of humans in general are all causally
regulated by some unique set of functional properties, characterizable by some unique
normative moral theory. Anti-realists have often questioned such uniqueness assumptions, pressing the "argument from disagreement' against moral realism. But for present
dialectical purposes, we will grant (E.i) and (E.ii) for the sake of argument. (We will
also grant the assumption that coherentist methodology constitutes an epistemically reliable method for learning which functional properties regulate human moral judgments.)
This is not to say that we really believe these claims; we do not. But our objective is to
show that even if they are all true, (H3) is false anyway - by virtue of the falsity of (P3).
3v Data about the semantic intuitions of competent speakers can provide powerful empirical evidence for or against putative pure semantic constraints, just as data about the
grammaticality/ungrammaticality intuitions of competent speakers can provide powerful
empirical evidence for or against hypotheses in linguistics concerning natural-language
syntax. Such evidence is defeasible, as is empirical evidence in general. But the epistemically appropriate ~default assumption' is that competent speakers' intuitions about how
to describe pertinent scenarios will accurately reflect any pure semantic constraints that
might be applicable.
3a Since standard deontological normative theories are internally consistent and conceptually cogent, there is no particular reason to doubt that such a theory characterizes a
family of genuine functional properties. And since deontological functional properties
are reasonably similar, overall, to the kinds of functional properties characterized by
consequentialist normative theories, there is also no particular reason to doubt that
deontological functional properties are physically realizable by certain first-order physical
properties (or by certain "homeostatic clusters" of first-order physical properties, to use
Boyd's terminology). Furthermore, in order for a Twin Earth thought experiment to
serve its intended purpose, the relevant scenario need not be a genuine metaphysical
possibility anyway, but only a broadly conceptual possibility. (If Putnam's original Twin
Earth scenarios should turn out to be metaphysically impossible, for example, this would
not alter their conceptual coherence and, hence, would not alter their relevance to the
semantics of 'water'.)
3,) Those who were raised Catholic, as we both were, should have little difficulty envisioning this kind of psychological temperament vis-h-vis moral matters. Indeed, we
doubt that there is really any single characteristic temperament - any single profile of
sentiments - that operates, for Earthlings generally, to subserve moral judgment. But
for present purposes one can suppose there is. This supposition fits naturally with the
optimistic (though implausible) empirical assumption, which we are already granting for
argument's sake, that there is some single set of natural properties that causally regulate
the use of moral terms by Earthlings generally.
4o As this fact suggests, new-wave moral semantics is susceptible to an updated version
of Moore's open question argument. Cf. Horgan and Timmons (forthcoming); there we
discuss at greater length the negative import of Moral Twin Earth scenarios for newwave moral semantics, and we also reply to various potential responses that new wavers
might invoke in an effort to deflect this negative import.
41 How one characterizes the relevant scenario will depend upon the specific nature of the
putative semantic constraint(s) one seeks to refute, and in particular upon the empirical
assumptions underlying any putative hybrid constraints. Here we have acquiesced, for
dialectical purposes, in the empirical assumptions (E.i) and (E.ii) of synthetic moral
functionalism, and in the supplementary assumption that coherentist methodology in
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ethics is epistemically reliable (cf. Note 36). Accordingly, we have built structurally
parallel assumptions into our description of Moral Twin Earth. But generically, Moral
Twin Earth is more than a single scenario; it is a recipe for constructing scenarios to
refute any putative semantic constraint(s) that purport to yield SCS explanations of
objective moral supervenience relations.
42 Predecessors of this paper were presented at the University of Alabama and the
1989 Pacific Division Meeting of the American Philosophical Association. For helpful
comments and discussion, we thank Jim Klagge, John Tienson, Bill Tolhurst (the APA
commentator), and the audience at Alabama.
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