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There is an apparent dilemma besetting the philosopher’s attempt to explain why the wrongness of an action generates an obligation not to do it. Either she claims that we are obligated not to do the act just because it is wrong, in which case the argument presupposes what it should explain, or she adduces other non-moral reasons. But in the latter case the reasons adduced are not the ones we take moral agents to be guided by, so the explanation misses its target. Something like this dilemma provides the backdrop to Logi Gunnarsson’s book. His solution is that we should embrace an enriched version of the first proposal, which he calls substantivism, and he presents a convincing case for rejecting the second, which he calls rationalism. The substantivist holds that moral justification comprises two elements: the ‘intrinsic appeal’ of a substantive moral concept and the relation connecting the concept to other substantive concepts (p. 155). A sufficient justification answers at least one of two questions: 1. Is it rational to be moral at all?  2. Which moral outlook is it rational to accept? (p. 4) Once the substantivist for example shown that torture is wrong, because it is cruel, degrading, etc. and adduced the intrinsic evaluative appeal of the concept of torture, he has justified that torture is wrong. Thus, in a piecemeal manner, he can provide a sufficient justification of morality. The rationalist, by contrast, thinks that what is needed is a formal and non-moral justification that even a rational skeptic must accept. Gunnarsson is unforthcoming about what exactly formal means here, but he uses it in the broadest sense. The appeal of rationalism is obvious: it purports to provide a non-trivial, non-circular justification of morality. Nonetheless Gunnarsson thinks it should be rejected because it distorts our view of  ‘rationality, morality and the relation between the two.’ (p. 5) 
Gunnarsson makes his case against rationalism by undermining specific justifications of morality by Gauthier and Habermas, who represent respectively the two chief varieties of rationalism, Hobbesian subjectivism and Kantian intersubjectivism. Gauthier attempts to show that morality is instrumentally necessary to any utility maximizer, whatever her substantive preferences. So the skeptic who allows that it is rational to maximize utility must also accept that it is rational to be moral whatever her preferences. Habermas attempts to show that, so long as the skeptic undertakes to voice her objections and convince her interlocutors, she is committed to formal-pragmatic rules of argumentation from which his principle of universalization (U) can be derived. Hence to reject a valid moral norm is to violate the formal-pragmatic preconditions of discourse. 
The strength of Gunnarsson’s book lies in his close-quarter critical attack on these two very different versions of ethical rationalism. His exposition is lucid, his scholarship excellent, his criticisms insightful and invariably convincing. In particular his discussion of Habermas’s principle of discourse (D) and his criticism of Habermas’s derivation of (U) are as good as anything in the literature. But I want to focus in on four objections to ethical rationalism in general that emerge from his polemic. 
1.	Rationalist justifications are too crude and reductive to be any use. Substantivist justifications by contrast are rich and ‘fine-grained’ enough to capture the variety of practical reasons we have (p.150).
2.	Rationalistic justifications are phenomenologically unsound. They skew our conception of what practical reasons are. When faced with the question of why torture is wrong, the discourse ethicist cannot say what is most natural, namely that it is cruel, harmful, degrading etc., but must offer instead a philosophical reason, say, that torture violates the formal-pragmatic conditions of argumentation (p.197-214). 
3.	Rationalistic justifications are uneconomical. The rationalist may try to combine a substantive account of what makes torture wrong, i.e. that it is cruel etc. with a formal, non-moral justification of the norm prohibiting torture. Gunnarsson responds by arguing that it is an advantage of his theory that it gives one and the same answer to the these two questions, because it locates the source of the wrongness of torture in the same place as the rational warrant of the norm against it (p. 203-5).
One assumption underlying these three objections is that the substantivist and the rationalist provide competing answers to the same question. But do they? The rationalist contends that there is something general called ‘morality’ or ‘the moral standpoint’ that requires justification. Gunnarsson denies this. He thinks that what requires justification is in each case a substantive and particular judgment. Morality in general comprises nothing more than an open disjunction of substantive moral concepts that are irreducible to formal, non-moral concepts. The upshot is that once he has shown why, say, torture or being rude are wrong, he has shown why there is good moral reason not to torture or be rude. So it seems that one dispute between the rationalist and the substantivist is whether the justification is aimed at morality in general or aimed piecemeal at particular substantive moral judgments. 
Another rather different dispute is that the rationalist thinks he can and must account for the special reason-giving force of obligations that is characteristic of morality. The rationalist attempts to give a formal, non-moral answer to this further question about moral obligation, partly because she is anxious to avoid circularity and so to avoid using contested moral concepts, but partly also because she believes that the normativity of rational requirements is the most promising candidate explanans for the peculiar normativity of moral obligations. Against this, Gunnarsson makes the sound phenomenological objection that the rationalist paints an inaccurate picture of what is wrong with such actions. The rationalist approach fails, because it seems that moral wrongdoing is not just a rational failing, a kind of inconsistency or incoherence. 
Gunnarsson’s chief concerns are to show that his substantivist account is not trivial or circular, and to deny the thesis that rationalism can capture the special significance of moral obligation, whereas substantivism cannot (p. 168). But he is unusually non-committal and unclear about the extent to which substantivism can explain the special normativity of obligation and how much explanation is needed. He notes that, whilst the ‘substantive approach itself does not…explain the special unconditionality of morality’, it can (p. 168). A little later he writes that ‘the substantive approach can and should give an account of obligation’ which differs from the rationalist’s in that it is internal and moral (p.170). If that is so, it is odd that he does not do it.  He does claim that, as a version externalism, substantivism can explain how ‘morality can make demands on us which are independent of our desires’ (p. 167). But for an externalist the same holds for many kinds of reasons, not just moral ones. If the joke is funny, there is reason to laugh, whether or not I want to (p.36). So this feature of externalism does not capture anything special about moral reasons. One thing Gunnarsson could (but does not) say here is that the failure to be guided by moral reasons is especially blameworthy just because the costs of such failure are displaced onto others, whereas in the case of prudential reasons the relevant costs are normally borne by the agent. This would also provide Gunnarsson with a criterion for distinguishing between the moral and the non-moral, a distinction he insists the substantivist need not explain while the rationalist must (p. 169 n. 21). 
By contrast Habermas does offer an explanation of this and he has a story to tell about the special significance of moral obligation. He offers a complex array of socialisation theory, developmental psychology and modernisation theory, which together show why moral discourse and its goal of rational acceptability is so deeply rooted in the lifeworld that modern agents cannot but attribute special significance to norms that protect universally shared interests. Gunnarsson may see no threat from this account, which is non-formal, and thus not rationalistic in his sense. However it is designedly also non-moral enough to get an explanatory purchase on the special significance we attach to moral obligation. So if Gunnarsson were to endorse something like Habermas’s story it would sit ill with his claim that an internal moral story is sufficient, and undermine his stronger claim that special significance of ‘moral obligations must be explained in terms of ideas which are themselves moral.’ (p. 169) 
	Surprisingly Gunnarsson is prepared to concede that there might be a flawless rationalistic justification of morality, but maintains that even if there is, there are good practical reasons to prefer substantivism (p. 47, 129, 224). Thus he takes his fourth objection to be decisive.
4.	The substantivist conception of practical reason is practically advantageous, in that it makes the life of the substantivist reasoner more meaningful (p.151, 158, 192). 
The argument is somewhat elliptical. Its ostensible target is Gauthier’s conception of self-understanding, which assumes that all reasons are subjective (p.147). Gunnarsson contends that this assumption commits Gauthier to a Humean internalist conception of practical reasons like Bernard Williams’s (p. 148). He assumes further that McDowell has shown contra Williams that there are external reasons, by which epistemic means the practical reasoner can ‘earn truth from within’ an ethical outlook (p.37-42). The crux of the argument concerns how one is to evaluate what occurs when an agent acquires a new subjective motivational set through conversion, rather than by deliberation on the old one. In such a case, Gunnarsson argues, the subjectivist deliberator can only count her new state as a rational improvement on the old, relative to the new subjective motivational set (i.e. from the standpoint of the reasons she has just converted to.) The substantivist/externalist by contrast can take her new state ‘without qualification’ to be a rational improvement on the old (p.148). The externalist can thus make more sense of her life, because even conversion can be a source of meaning or progress (p.149). But surely subjectivist/internalist would respond that it would be no advantage to be able to judge her life as better relative to the motivations/reasons she has converted from, and longer has, The only subjective motivational set, and hence the only reasons that matter, are the present ones. 
Even if this argument did succeed as a point against the subjectivist/internalist nothing positive follows in favour of the substantivist/externalist approach. Clearly an agent may benefit practically from having the right practical reasons, but that is trivially true for any practical reasoner, whatever her conception of reasons may be. But Gunnarsson wants to claim that the benefit comes from her having a correct (externalist) conception of practical reasons. That seems false as it stands. It would only be true, if having the correct conception (assuming externalism to be correct) makes her a better practical reasoner. I doubt that this is so, and it if is, the point is again trivial. The benefit comes from her having being better at reasoning and thus at earning ethical ‘truth from within’. 
If the claim is not that the truth of the substantivist/externalist conception of reasons brings a practical advantage, but that the alleged practical advantage to the reasoner count in favour of the truth of substantivism/externalism, that seems even more implausible (p. 47 & 236). Without wishing to be uncharitable I think there is a deep confusion here, which may stem from Gunnarsson’s strategy of blurring first and second order reasons, reasons to act, and reasons to believe subtantivism/externalism to be true. At any rate he is certainly unwise, to stake his entire case ‘for substantivism…and against the alternatives’ on the fourth objection (p.47).
Overall then in Making Moral Sense: Beyond Habermas and Gauthier Gunnarsson’s arguments for substantivism are far less persuasive than his arguments against rationalism. That said, he does offer insightful and cogent criticisms of the rationalistic arguments of both Gauthier and Habermas, and he does succeed in making a sustained and powerful case against rationalist justifications of morality. 

© J. G. Finlayson
Dept. Philosophy 
University of  Sussex 


