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How to Be a Prudential Expressivist

JamEes L. D. BROowN
University of Sheffield, UK
j.ld.brown@sheffield.ac.uk

This paper examines the prospects for an expressivist theory of prudential thought
and discussion, or thought and discussion about what is good for us or what makes
our lives go well. It is becoming increasingly common to view prudential thought
and discussion as a kind of normative thought and discussion. If this is right, then
expressivism, like any other meta-normative view, must be able to explain pruden-
tial thought and discussion. However, existing expressivist theories offer no such
explanation and lack the resources to construct one. I argue that the best strategy
for expressivists is to adopt a fitting attitudes account of prudential concepts. More
specifically, I propose that expressivists adopt the rational care theory of well-being,
according to which claims about what is good for a person are equivalent to claims
about what it is rational to want for that person insofar as one cares for them. In
doing so, I defend the rational care theory against its most pressing objection and
argue that the view provides an independently attractive account of prudential
thought and discussion that fits well with the expressivist’s aim to explain normative
thought and discussion in terms of its distinctive practical function.

1. Introduction

Posing and answering questions about how we should act, what feelings
we should have, and what we should believe is a central feature of human
life. Call this activity normative inquiry. In addition to engaging in this
kind of activity, we sometimes take a further reflective step back and ask
what, exactly, we are doing when we engage in normative inquiry. Call
this activity meta-normative inquiry. Throughout much of its history,
meta-normative inquiry has tended towards a peculiarly moral or eth-
ical focus—hence its more common name, meta-ethics. Although this
history displays no consensus about what exactly constitutes morality
or ethics—or indeed about whether these terms are synonymous—we
nonetheless see a particular concern to explain such things as the nature
of moral judgment and the existence of moral facts. However, it is now
generally recognized that many, if not all, of the philosophically puz-
zling features of morality that spur meta-ethical inquiry are in fact fea-
tures of normativity more generally. Thus, many theorists have shifted
their focus from morality to normativity more broadly, where the latter
includes but is not exhausted by the former.
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2 James L. D. Brown

If the normative domain is not exhausted by morality, what else does
it include? Much recent meta-normative inquiry has been dedicated to
answering this question." A common assumption of these debates is
that the normative domain divides relatively naturally into distinctive
subdomains. One such putative subdomain that is receiving increas-
ing attention is that of prudential normativity. By ‘prudential, I mean
that which relates to well-being, welfare, self-interest, personal good, or
what we might ordinarily describe in terms of what benefits or harms
us, what makes our lives go well or badly, or what is good or bad for us.?
Although it is not uncontroversial, it is becoming increasingly common
to consider prudential thought and discussion as a component of nor-
mative inquiry. However, the meta-normative implications of this view
have been underexplored.’

For instance, if prudential thought and discussion is a component of
normative inquiry, then any mature meta-normative theory must explain
this fact. Specifically, it must explain (a) what makes prudential thought
and discussion normative and (b) what distinguishes it from other parts
of normative inquiry. We might try to provide an explanation of (a) and
(b) that is neutral between differing meta-normative theories. However,
there is no reason to expect that different kinds of meta-normative theory
will converge on answers to such general questions as what makes some-
thing normative. Instead, it seems to me that progress is best achieved
piecemeal by developing particular theories of prudential thought and
discussion that explain (a) and (b) on their own terms. On this approach,
a natural starting point is to examine what our best meta-normative theo-
ries might say about prudential thought and discussion.

! For examples of recent contributions to these debates, this is asked of structural rationality
(for example, Worsnip 2021), epistemic norms (for example, Maguire & Woods 2020), political
norms (for example, Maynard & Worsnip 2018), aesthetics (for example, Hills forthcoming), legal
norms (for example, Plunkett, Shapiro & Toh 2019), and so on. These debates are often couched in
terms of whether some domain is robustly, substantively, or authoritatively normative, as it is usually
uncontroversial that the domain in question is formally or generically normative (that is, involves
standards that evaluate and rank options using evaluative and deontic vocabulary). Throughout,
T use ‘normative’ to denote robust normativity; for an account of what this is, see Brown (2024).

? Some might object to the identifications made here. For instance: Railton (1989) distinguishes
personal good from well-being; Kagan (1994) distinguishes well-being from a life’s going well; and
Ridge (2024) distinguishes prudence from well-being. While I think such views are mistaken, for
reasons of space I will simply assume that these terms denote a unified kind. It is worth noting,
however, that ‘prudential’ is not an entirely satisfactory label for the relevant kind insofar as
ordinary uses of ‘prudence’ more commonly refer to something like the quality of cautiousness
or showing care for the future. But there is also an ordinary use of ‘prudence’ that means simply a
regard for one’s interests.

* Prominent exceptions include Railton (1989); Darwall (2002); Campbell (2016); Fletcher
(2021); Lin (2022).
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How to Be a Prudential Expressivist 3

In this spirit, this paper examines the prospects for an expressivist
theory of prudential thought and discussion. According to expressiv-
ism, normative claims express non-representational, practical attitudes
(see, for example, Blackburn 1984, 1998; Gibbard 1990, 2003; Schroeder
2008; Ridge 2014; Sinclair 2021; Lenman 2024). On this view, normative
thoughts do not track or represent features of reality; rather, they play a
conative role in the production of action and the regulation of attitudes.
Many consider expressivism an attractive meta-normative view insofar as
it provides a straightforward explanation of the practical nature of nor-
mative inquiry that vindicates our normative practices without positing
a putatively problematic domain of normative facts. Thus, if expressivism
provides an attractive meta-normative view, and prudential thought and
discussion is normative, then we should expect expressivism to provide
an attractive view of prudential thought and discussion. The problem,
however, is that extant expressivist theories offer no account of pruden-
tial thought and discussion. Moreover, it is not at all obvious that what
expressivists do say about normative inquiry can be applied to prudential
thought and discussion. The first main part of this paper argues that pru-
dential normativity thus constitutes a challenge for expressivism (§2).

The second main part then develops an expressivist account of pru-
dential thought and discussion that answers this challenge (§3). I argue
that expressivists should explain the normativity of prudential thought
and discussion in terms of prudential claims expressing whatever atti-
tude is expressed by normative claims more generally. The more difficult
task for the expressivist is to explain what distinguishes prudential atti-
tudes from other kinds of normative attitudes. In relation to this task,
I argue for two claims. First, that fitting attitude accounts of normative
concepts provide a promising way of explaining different varieties of
normativity within an expressivist framework. Second, that Darwall’s
(2002) rational care theory of prudential concepts provides an attractive
account of prudential thought and discussion that can be utilized by
expressivists. The basic idea is that what makes prudential claims dis-
tinctive is that they are claims about what one should want for those that
one cares about, where ‘should” expresses a basic non-representational,
practical attitude common to all normative claims.

While my focus here is on prudential normativity, our discussion
can be understood as part of a wider investigation into how to make
sense of the varieties of normativity more generally and their relation
to one another. So if the strategies for explaining prudential normativity
work in this case, it will be instructive to see how far they can generalize
to other varieties of normativity.
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4 James L. D. Brown

2. The challenge from prudential normativity

In this section, I argue that expressivism faces a challenge explaining
prudential thought and discussion. However, it is not uncontroversial
that prudential thought and discussion is in fact normative.* If it is not
normative, then expressivists do not face any challenge explaining it. So
we first need to say something about why expressivists need to explain
prudential thought and discussion at all.

2.1 The normativity of prudential thought and discussion

To begin, it will be helpful to get clearer on what prudential thought and
discussion is. As I am using the term, ‘prudential’ denotes that which
concerns a specific kind of value and consideration. The kind of value is
prudential value, the value something has with respect to an individuals
well-being, welfare, or personal good. In ordinary prudential discussion,
this value is denoted by expressions such as ‘good for;, ‘better for, ‘ben-
efit] ‘self-interest, and so on.> The kind of considerations are prudential
reasons, which are in some way distinctively about or explained in terms
of the promotion of an agent’s well-being. When we consider prudential
reasons in abstraction from other kinds of reasons, they will also deter-
mine distinctively prudential interpretations of deontic expressions like
‘should;, ‘ought] ‘need; and so on.

The prudential interpretation of evaluative and deontic expressions
is typically supplied by the conversational context rather than being
explicitly marked as prudential. However, a prudential interpretation
can always be forced by an ‘in view of” phrase, such as ‘in view of your
well-being..” (c.f. Kratzer 1977). Consider, for instance, the follow-
ing representative examples of ordinary prudential talk (taken from
Fletcher 2021, p. 2):

“You'll be better oft if you have surgery’
‘Her spouse’s death was terribly bad for her!

(1]

(2]

[3] ‘Sarah should take the job’

[4] ‘You need friends in order to live well’

Although other readings of these sentences might be available depend-
ing on the context, each sentence allows for a distinctively prudential
reading. In (1) and (2), we can interpret the evaluative expressions as
denoting the value of things in relation to the well-being of the agent in

* See the various citations given by Fletcher (2021, pp. 4-5, 33-4) of those who take it to be

obvious that prudential thought and discussion is or is not normative.
* For simplicity, throughout I mainly focus on prudential value rather than disvalue.
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How to Be a Prudential Expressivist 5

question. In (3) and (4), we can interpret the deontic expressions pru-
dentially, where the standard or ranking relative to which the sentence is
evaluated is determined solely by prudential considerations.

A compelling prima facie motivation for the claim that pruden-
tial thought and discussion is normative is that it displays several key
‘markers’ of normative inquiry. For instance, prudential judgments (i)
are expressed using evaluative and deontic vocabulary, (ii) have author-
ity in deliberation, (iii) are connected with affective and motivational
states, and (iv) allow for radical disagreement over the subject matter
of prudence (Fletcher 2019). Prudential judgment thus bears a close
resemblance to moral judgment, which is often taken as the paradigm
of normative judgment. If we were looking for an explanation of why
prudential judgments share these features, the simplest would be that
prudential judgments just are normative judgments.

Moreover, some of these features are precisely the features of nor-
mative inquiry that expressivists believe require an expressivist expla-
nation. For instance, consider the following remarks from Blackburn:

The reason expressivism in ethics has to be correct is that if we sup-
posed that belief, denial, and so on were simply discussions of a
way the world is, we would still face the open question. Even if that
belief were settled, there would still be issues of what importance to
give it, what to do, and all the rest. For we have no conception of a
‘truth condition’ or fact of which mere apprehension by itself deter-
mines practical issues. For any fact, there is a question of what to do
about it. But evaluative discussion just is discussion about what to
do about things. (1998, p. 70)

Like evaluative discussion more generally, prudential discussion also
seems to have authority in determining practical issues. As Railton
(1989, p. 151) remarks, ‘someone who spoke in earnest to others about
their own good, and was simply puzzled when they took his remarks to
be any sort of recommendation, would betray a lack of full competence
with such discourse’ So if factual discussion cannot tell us what to do and
prudential discussion can, then prudential discussion cannot be factual.

Consider also Kohler’s (2021, p. 618, emphasis in original) claim that
‘one of the primary motivations for expressivisim’ is the argument from
disagreement. Ordinarily, when two speakers apply a single descriptive
term according to radically different criteria, we ascribe different con-
tents to the concepts they express with that term. Because of this, such
divergences do not constitute genuine disagreements. This contrasts
with cases in which two speakers might apply a normative term like
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6 James L. D. Brown

‘ought’ or ‘good’ according to radically different criteria while intelligibly
disagreeing over a common subject matter. The best explanation of this,
according to expressivists, is that normative disagreements are practi-
cal rather than factual disagreements. In much the same way, pruden-
tial discussion also seems to allow for radical disagreement. Consider,
for instance, a disagreement between a hedonist and an ascetic about
whether the best life involves attaining or foregoing pleasure. Or con-
sider the disagreement between Socrates and Polus in the Gorgias about
whether he is worst-oft who does wrong or who sufters it. If such dis-
agreements are possible, and the argument from disagreement is sound,
then prudential disagreements are best explained as practical rather
than factual disagreements.

Clearly, there is much more to say about these arguments. But
given their importance in motivating expressivism about normative
thought and discussion, it seems that similar considerations should
lead expressivists to extend their view to prudential thought and
discussion. Hereafter, I will simply assume that prudential thought
and discussion is in fact normative and explore the consequences
of this assumption for expressivism. What is clear is that, given this
assumption, a mature expressivist theory must be able to account for
prudential thought and discussion. In the remainder of this section,
I will argue that explaining prudential thought and discussion is not
simply unfinished business for expressivism but constitutes a chal-
lenge for the view.

2.2 The challenge

It is important first to distinguish our challenge from a different though
related challenge that sometimes goes by the name of the ‘moral attitude
problem’ This is the problem of explaining how to distinguish moral
or normative judgments from non-moral or non-normative conative
attitudes, on the assumption that the former are a kind of conative atti-
tude.® By contrast, the challenge from prudential normativity arises at a
different stage of theorizing. Specifically, our challenge is not to explain
what distinguishes normative from non-normative thought. Rather, it is
to explain what distinguishes a certain kind of normative thought from
other kinds of normative thought. So the challenge from prudential nor-
mativity presupposes an answer to the moral attitude problem. In what

¢ See Smith (2001, 2002); the name comes from Miller (2013). Given that most serious
expressivists reject any straightforward identification between normative judgments and basic
conative attitudes like desires, preferences, or plans (see below), it is not obvious that the moral
attitude problem constitutes a genuine problem for expressivists.
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How to Be a Prudential Expressivist 7

follows, I examine three prominent expressivist theories and argue that
none of them contains the resources to explain prudential thought and
discussion.

The first theory comes from Blackburn (1998). According to
Blackburn, normative claims express complex clusters of conative
and affective dispositions. It is not entirely clear how best to frame
Blackburn’s account in relation to our debate, as Blackburn does not
sharply distinguish the moral or ethical from the normative. However, I
suggest that we read his account in the following way. Normative claims
are those that express valuing attitudes, where to hold a value ‘is typically
to have a relatively stable disposition to conduct practical life and practi-
cal discussion in a particular way: it is to be disposed or set in that way,
and notably to be set against change in this respect’ (Blackburn 1998,
p. 67, emphasis in original). To be set in this way involves a disposition
to resist such change or feel pain when what we value is threatened or
taken away. Blackburn then individuates specifically moral attitudes as
(roughly) those valuing attitudes that include a disposition to approve
or disapprove of those who share or lack that attitude and to approve
or disapprove of others” approval or disapproval of having that attitude
(1998, p. 9). However, supposing that Blackburn’s account successfully
allows us to distinguish moral valuing attitudes from non-moral valu-
ing attitudes, there is nothing in his account that allows us to distin-
guish between other kinds of valuing attitudes. So wherever prudential
valuing falls on the ladder of ‘emotional ascent, we have not explained
what distinguishes prudential thought from other kinds of normative
thought.”

The second theory comes from Ridge (2014). According to Ridge,
normative claims express hybrid attitudes that contain both a representa-
tional and a non-representational component. The non-representational
component is what Ridge calls a ‘normative perspective. Roughly, this
is a kind of practical stance that provides the agent with a set of policies
about which standards of practical reasoning to accept and reject (2014,
p. 115). The representational component is a belief about how some-
thing is ranked according to the standards one accepts and rejects (2014,
p. 119). For instance, and very roughly, the claim that ‘stealing is wrong’
expresses (a) a normative perspective and (b) the belief that stealing is
ruled out by (a). While Ridge provides a clear account of which cona-
tive attitudes are normative, it is not immediately clear how his account

7 Miller (2013, pp. 82-3) makes a similar point with respect to aesthetic judgments and
judgments of gustatory taste. See also Kohler (2013, p. 486).
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8 James L. D. Brown

can explain the varieties of normativity.® Indeed, Ridge seems to use the
terms ‘normative’ and ‘moral’ interchangeably (at least, in the context
of practical normativity). Given the role that standards play in Ridge’s
theory, a tempting answer might be that prudential claims are sensi-
tive to one’s prudential standards, understood as the subset of standards
not ruled out by one’s normative perspective that relate to prudential
considerations. However, the expressivist needs to provide a character-
ization of these standards in non-normative, and thus non-prudential
terms. So the suggestion does not provide an informative explanation
of what distinguishes prudential thought from other kinds of normative
thought.

The third theory comes from Gibbard (1990, 2003).° According
to Gibbard, normative claims express plan-like attitudes of norm-
acceptance. Very roughly, to accept a system of norms is to plan to act
in accordance with what those norms prescribe. Normative discussion
is thus akin to contingency planning. It aims to settle how to act, think,
and feel in various real and imagined circumstances. While norm accep-
tance is plan-like, we should be careful not to identify normative judg-
ments with plans in the ordinary sense of the term. For one thing, we
cannot plan how to feel or what to believe. For another, normative judg-
ments can participate in theoretical reasoning in a way that plans can-
not. But, importantly, both kinds of attitude are fundamentally directive
in the role they play within our cognitive economy. The precise nature
of norm acceptance is explained on this account by specifying the sui
generis functional role of normative attitudes, namely their distinctive
motivational role within an agent’s cognitive economy (what Gibbard
calls ‘normative governance’) and their coordinative role within inter-
personal normative discussion (1990, p. 75). Gibbard then proposes that
specifically moral claims express states of norm-acceptance concerning
when to feel guilt and anger (1990, p. 47). We will return to this idea in
a little more detail in the next section, as it will provide a useful model
for answering the challenge from prudential normativity. All I will note

8 See Wodak (2017) for a related, though different criticism. WodaK’s worry is that Ridge
provides an implausibly disunified meta-semantics for evaluative and deontic expressions,
because Ridge provides a different meta-semantic story for normative and non-normative uses
of these expressions. My objection pertains solely to Ridge’s meta-semantics for normative uses—
specifically, it is that Ridge’s meta-semantics fails to distinguish between different flavours of
normative expressions.

° This sketch draws on aspects of Gibbard’s earlier and later presentations of his view. While
Gibbard uses somewhat different terminology in his (1990) than in his (2003), I do not think this
reflects any substantive differences. For an example of Gibbard employing the terminology of both
interchangeably, see his (2006).
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How to Be a Prudential Expressivist 9

for now is that Gibbard’s theory offers no suggestions regarding how
to distinguish prudential thought and discussion from other kinds of
normative inquiry.

The lesson here is not that these theories cannot accommodate pru-
dential thought and discussion. Indeed, I will argue that the positive
proposal suggested in the next section is compatible with all three the-
ories. Rather, the lesson is that these theories do not explain prudential
thought and discussion as they currently stand. Moreover, filling this
explanatory lacuna is not simply a matter of applying resources already
contained within these theories to the prudential domain. More needs
to be said.

Granting that expressivists have not yet explained prudential
thought and discussion, one might wonder to what extent this is really
a problem for expressivism. Insofar as all meta-normative theories must
explain prudential thought and discussion, isn’t prudential normativ-
ity everyone’s problem? It would be beyond the scope of this paper to
assess how other theories might answer the challenge. However, it is
worth highlighting that there is a simple strategy available to represen-
tationalist meta-normative theories that is not available to expressivists.
Specifically, representationalist theories can say that prudential thought
and discussion is thought and discussion about a particular kind of
fact: facts about well-being and prudential value. However, given that
expressivism is a non-representationalist meta-normative theory, this
strategy is not available to it. So the challenge is especially pressing for
expressivists.'?

3. Meta-prudential expressivism

In this section, I show how expressivists can answer the challenge of
prudential normativity. First, I argue that fitting attitude accounts of
normative concepts provide a general way of individuating norma-
tive domains within an expressivist framework. Second, I argue that
Darwall’s rational care theory of prudential concepts provides a promis-
ing proposal for meta-prudential expressivism.

3.1 Fitting attitudes and the varieties of normativity
Our challenge is to explain (a) what makes prudential thought and
discussion normative and (b) what distinguishes it from other kinds

' Though this representationalist strategy might face some challenges of its own—compare
Maynard & Worsnip (2018, pp. 761-2) and Wedgwood (2007, pp. 18-23).
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10 James L. D. Brown

of normative inquiry. In this sub-section, I argue that fitting attitude
accounts of normative concepts provide a promising approach to
explaining prudential thought and discussion within an expressivist
framework. Fitting attitude accounts are typically given as accounts of
our value concepts, though we will see below that they can also be given
for other kinds of normative concepts." For instance, a fitting attitude
account of being good might identify this concept with that of being a
rational object of desire, where this might also be expressed in terms of
being an appropriate or fitting object of desire, or being something we
ought or have reason to desire."

Fitting attitude accounts thus explain normative concepts in terms
of something non-normative (that is, certain responses) and some more
fundamental, primitive normative concept (that is, rational or fitting
or ...). This suggests the following strategy for individuating norma-
tive domains within an expressivist framework. First, we identify the
set of responses the rationality (or fittingness, or ...) of which is the
distinctive subject matter of the domain in question. This explains what
distinguishes the domain from other normative domains. Second, we
provide an analysis of ‘rationality’ (or ‘fittingness; or ...) in terms of its
expressing whatever basic attitude expressivists take to be constitutive
of normative thought. This explains what makes the domain in question
normative. Thus, we individuate different kinds of normative attitudes
in terms of the distinctive objects of a fundamental normative attitude
common to all normative thought.

If this strategy seems familiar, it should, because we have already
encountered an example of it. In the previous section, we saw how
Gibbard explains moral claims in terms of their being about the ratio-
nality of guilt and anger—that is, when it is appropriate to feel guilt and
anger. Given his account of what is expressed by ‘rational, to judge that
some action is wrong is (roughly) to accept norms that dispose one to
feel guilty when one performs that action and to feel anger at others who
perform that action. So Gibbard’s account of moral concepts is itself a
kind of fitting attitude account.

Importantly, however, an expressivist can accept this account of
moral concepts without adopting Gibbard’s norm-expressivism. All

" For an overview of this approach and its history, see Rabinowicz (2013). Fitting attitude
accounts might also be given as real definitions of normative properties. However, given
expressivism’s non-representational commitments, my focus here will be on concepts.

12 Of course, these formulations are not equivalent. As I am mainly concerned with the basic
shape of the account, and as those I discuss use these formulations interchangeably, I will gloss over
these details here.
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How to Be a Prudential Expressivist 11

they need is some fundamental normative attitude that is expressed by
‘rational’ in the analysis of moral concepts. For instance, if normative
perspectives can rule out standards for when to feel certain emotions,
then Ridge’s theory can say that moral claims express hybrid states that
involve a normative perspective and a belief that guilt and anger are
required or recommended by the standards not ruled out by that per-
spective.” Similarly, Blackburn can say that moral claims express valu-
ing attitudes concerning when to feel guilt and anger. Moreover, because
fitting attitude accounts are not peculiar to moral concepts, it is open to
expressivists to explain prudential and other kinds of normative con-
cepts in this way. However, the viability of this approach depends on
the availability of a plausible fitting attitudes account of our prudential
concepts. The remainder of the paper examines one such account: the
rational care theory.

3.2 Rational care
3.2.1 The rational care theory What, then, is the set of responses the
rationality of which is the subject matter of prudential thought and dis-
cussion? I propose to answer this question by appealing to the rational
care theory of well-being, most closely associated with Darwall (2002).'*
According to Darwall, prudential thought and discussion is about the
rationality of care. At the centre of his account is the proposal that our
concept of being good for x just is the concept of being rational to want
for x insofar as one cares for x. Thus, for instance, to claim that a new
job would be good for Sophie is to claim that, insofar as one cares for
Sophie, it is rational to want that she gets a new job. Similarly, to claim
that I would be better oft if I had surgery is to claim that it is rational
for those who care about me to desire that I have surgery more than the
salient alternatives. Thus, prudential claims are claims about what we
should want for those we care about (including ourselves)."
Importantly, the rational care theory is neutral with respect to which
things we should want for those we care about. As such, the theory can
be understood as a purely meta-normative account of our prudential

B It is important to keep in mind that the sense of ‘rational’ employed here is not that of
structural rationality, which Ridge denies is robustly normative (see Ridge 2014, ch. 8). Rather,
the sense of ‘rational’ relates to what reasons one has or what is fitting. For discussion of this use of
‘rational’ in an expressivist context, see Gibbard (1990).

! See also Anderson (1993) and Rowland (2016). For an alternative fitting attitudes account of
prudential concepts, see Ronnow-Rasmussen (2011).

!> For ease of exposition, I am skipping over some of the nuances of how best to formulate
the rational care theory, for which Darwall provides several non-equivalent formulations. For
discussion, see Feldman (2006); Darwall (2006); Lin (2022, pp. 6-7).
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12 James L. D. Brown

concepts. Moreover, insofar as the theory offers a fitting attitude account
of our prudential concepts, it would seem to offer an attractive and inde-
pendently motivated way for expressivists to explain prudential thought
and discussion. For we can interpret the theory as holding that pru-
dential claims express attitudes of norm acceptance, normative perspec-
tives, valuing attitudes, or whatever, concerning what attitudes to have
towards those we care about. Moreover, as I will explain in more detail
below, the rational care theory answers the expressivist’s desire to explain
normative practice in terms of its distinctive practical function—in this
case, regulating and coordinating our caring attitudes and behaviours.

However, as has been pointed out by virtually every commentator
on the rational care theory, the theory appears to be viciously circular.
For we have explained prudence in terms of rational care, but it seems
that we cannot explain the nature of care without appealing to pruden-
tial notions. For does caring for someone not involve being responsive
to their welfare? This is a serious problem for the rational care theory,
but even more serious for the expressivist, who aims to provide a non-
normative account of normative thought. However, examining the
problem will provide us with an opportunity to develop a richer pic-
ture of prudential thought. It will also show us how resources developed
by expressivists elsewhere can be used to defend the rational care the-
ory. Thus, we will see that expressivism and the rational care theory are
mutually reinforcing and together constitute an attractive package, even
if they are logically independent.

3.2.2 The nature of care  What is it to care for someone? According to
Darwall, when we care for someone, we want things for that person’s
sake, in the sense that we want those things ‘with attention to or in con-
sideration of” (2002, p. 68) the person themselves, where this involves
‘a whole complex of emotions, sensitivities, and dispositions to attend’
(2002, p. 2). However, while Darwall goes to some length to distinguish
care from other nearby attitudes, particularly various forms of empathy,
he says little about how we should understand the complex of emotions,
sensitivities, and dispositions that constitute caring for someone.
A more informative account can be found in Jaworska:

Typical components of caring include: joy and satisfaction when the
object of one’s care is flourishing and frustration over its misfor-
tunes; anger at agents who heedlessly cause such misfortunes; pride
in the successes of the object of care and disappointment over its
failures; the desire to help ensure those successes and to help avoid
the failures; fear when the object of care is in danger and relief when
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it escapes unharmed; grief at the loss of the object, and the subse-
quent nostalgia. (2007, p. 560)

This characterization requires some amending. For instance, the com-
ponents of care are more plausibly characterized not directly in terms
of how the object of care is in fact faring, but rather in terms of how the
object seems to be faring to the subject. If it seems to me that my beloved
is in danger, although they are in fact not, I will still be fearful. This
might be because my beliefs about the world are mistaken, but it might
also be because I have a mistaken conception of what constitutes misfor-
tune or harm. Thus, the components of caring must be read de dicto and
not de re. Otherwise, however, this seems like a highly plausible gloss on
the emotions, sensitivities, and dispositions involved in caring.

Moreover, whereas Darwall’'s account seems to imply that care is
an attitude that we take exclusively towards people, Jaworska’s charac-
terization makes clear that the attitude of caring is broader than this.
This is important when we consider that the rational care theory is
meant to provide an account of well-being that is neutral with respect to
first-order questions about well-being. However, restricting the domain
of well-being subjects to people seems to determine in advance that
only people can be well-being subjects. For this reason, the term ‘care’
seems preferable to Darwall’s other labels of ‘sympathy’ or ‘sympathetic
concern’'®

In the context of the rational care theory, the problem with Jaworska’s
characterization is that it makes use of the very prudential concepts the
rational care theory sets out to explain. We have explained well-being in
terms of care, but then we have explained care in terms of flourishing,
misfortune, and so on. Indeed, this is also a feature of Darwall’s own
positive characterizations of care; for example, in a representative state-
ment of his view, Darwall writes that care ‘involves concern for another
in light of apparent obstacles to her welfare’ (2002, p. 69). Aware of the
circularity, Darwall argues that because care is a psychological natural
kind, it is not the kind of thing that requires a definition; a fortiori, it
does not require a definition that mentions well-being. However, if we
still need to mention well-being when fixing the reference of ‘care; or if
we still need to mention well-being when explaining the nature of care,
then the account will still exhibit circularity even if we reject the need
for a prior definition.

' This is supported by the fact that Anderson, who Darwall cites as a progenitor of the rational
care view, explicitly takes care to apply to ‘people, animals, communities, and things’ (1993, p. 20
and passim).
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14 James L. D. Brown

In a later discussion of the circularity problem, Darwall (2006, p. 651)
concedes that ‘the very idea of caring for someone involves desiring that
persons good. In fact, this commitment is already clear in Darwall’s orig-
inal presentation of his view: “‘What is a conceptual truth is that to care
for someone is to be in a relation to him such that considerations of that
person’s welfare are normative for one’s desires and actions with respect to
him (2002, pp. 6-7, emphasis in original). Given this, a possible response
might be to accept the circularity but deny that it is vicious by treating
the rational care theory as a non-reductive analysis (Shah 2004, p. 281).
After all, such a theory might still be true and informative. The problem
for us, however, is that whatever the merits of this response for Darwall, it
appears to be incompatible with expressivism. This is because expressiv-
ists aim to provide a non-normative account of our normative attitudes.
And insofar as we appeal to prudential notions to explain care, we have
failed to provide such an account. Thus, some other solution is needed.

If care is a complex cluster, then to explain the nature of care, we
must explain its components and how they compose to form the cluster.
Rather than detailing each component, my strategy will be to show how
to provide a non-circular, non-normative account for a single compo-
nent of care. What I will say about this component can then be applied
mutatis mutandis to the other components. Given its centrality in dis-
cussions of the rational care theory, I will focus on the desire component
of care—specifically, desiring that the object of care fares well.

3.2.3 Solving the circularity problem What seems to have gone unnoticed
in the many discussions of the circularity problem is that the rational care
theory can explain the nature of care without mentioning well-being. If
caring for someone involves desiring that they fare well, this is equivalent
to saying that caring for x involves desiring that which it is rational to want
insofar as one cares for x, where as before this is read de dicto rather than de
re. Because this second formulation makes no mention of well-being, we
can eliminate any reference to well-being in our characterization of care.
While this goes some way to solving the problem, it raises two worries
of its own. First, our account apparently fails to be non-normative, since
we have explained care partly in terms rationality. Second, our account
apparently fails to be non-circular, since we have explained care partly in
terms of care. It will be helpful to separate the two aspects of the challenge.
So let’s begin with the normativity worry.

The normativity worry arises because our account partly explains
care in terms of something normative, namely rationality. Expressivists,
however, eschew explanatory appeals to normative notions within their
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metaethical theory. So we need some way of reconciling the appeal to
rationality with expressivisms non-representationalist commitments.
The solution can be seen when we examine the precise role that ‘rational’
plays in our account. Specifically, ‘rational’ is used to individuate a par-
ticular attitude type—desiring that which it is rational to desire in some
context or other (we can bracket any mention of care for the moment).
It does this by featuring in the content of that attitude. What we need,
then, is a suitably non-normative account of this attitude. However, pro-
viding a non-normative account of attitudes with normative content is
precisely what expressivist theories are for. The solution to the worry is
therefore simply to apply our preferred expressivist theory to the atti-
tude in question.

Now, it might seem that expressivists face a problem here. This is
because, for any proposition p with normative content, expressivist the-
ories tell us only what it is to believe or judge that p. They do not tell us
what it is to desire, hope, doubt, fear, and so on, that p. Hence, expres-
sivists face the ‘many attitudes problem;, since they apparently lack any
account of normative attitudes besides belief."” With this in mind, we
can see that the normativity worry described above boils down to a par-
ticular instance of the many attitudes problem. For what we are after
is an expressivist account of a particular kind of normative desire—
desiring that which it is rational to desire in some context or other.

The solution to the normativity worry therefore lies in the solution
to the many attitudes problem more generally. And fortunately, a solu-
tion is ready to hand. As Beddor (2020) and Baker (2021) both observe,
given plausible assumptions within the philosophy of mind, expres-
sivists can explain different kinds of attitudes in familiar ways. For
instance, given a functionalist view of propositional attitudes, desiring p
is a dispositional state individuated by its causal-functional connections
to certain inputs and outputs. Simplifying somewhat, we might suppose
that desiring p is that state which produces certain actions or intentions
(its outputs) when combined with beliefs about what is likely to bring
about p (its inputs). In this way, the content of the desire is fixed in terms
of its causal-functional connections to beliefs involving the same con-
tent. Thus, if p has normative content, desiring p is explained in terms
of its causal-functional connections to beliefs about p. Crucially, since

'7 The name comes from Schroeder (2010) but was first raised by Rosen (1998). Why isn't this
also a problem for representationalist theories? Because representationalist theories can explain
other normative attitudes in terms of bearing different relations to the same proposition. Since
the proposition in question has normative content, this strategy is not open to expressivists, who
eschew an explanatory role for normative content.
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expressivists already have a suitably non-normative account of what it
is to believe p, our account of desiring p can be given in non-normative
terms. Specifically, to desire p is to stand in certain casual-functional
connections to one’s beliefs about p, which are explained in non-
normative terms.

Thus, desiring that which it is rational to desire is to be in a state that is
causally connected in the right way to one’s beliefs about the rationality of
desires.'® So far, so normative. But once we explain those beliefs in terms
of the norms, standards, or values one accepts, then we have provided
a suitably non-normative account of what it is to desire that which it is
rational to desire. Thus, for example, if I desire that things go well for you,
we might explain this in terms of its characteristic inputs—the norms I
accept about what to want for you insofar as I care for you, say—and its
characteristic outputs—my wanting these things for you."” And mutatis
mutandis for other propositional attitudes with the same content.

Lets now turn to the new circularity worry. The worry arises
because we have explained the nature of care by appealing to an attitude
which is itself explained in terms of care. Specifically, care is explained
in terms of desiring that which it is rational to desire insofar as one cares
for x. Moreover, if many of the components of care involve prudential
notions, as in Jaworskas characterization, and if the prudential circu-
larity for each of these components is removed by applying the rational
care analysis in the manner described above, then it follows that all such
components of care will be partly explained in terms of care. So it might
seem that our account is viciously circular after all, perhaps rampantly
so, even if not for the reasons originally thought.

As before, the solution to the problem lies in first observing that
‘care’ appears in the content of an attitude and then specifying the role
it plays in individuating the attitude. To begin, given that ‘care’ denotes
a cluster of attitudes, we can remove any reference to ‘care’ and instead
appeal to the set of attitudes that constitute the cluster. Thus, to desire
p insofar as one cares for x is to desire p insofar as one possesses atti-
tudes A ..., A , (or a sufficient subset thereof) where these are the joys,
frustrations, fears, hopes, and so on, that together constitute caring for

'8 As Baker (2021) argues, expressivists need not be committed to any particular account of the
relevant functional relations. Though see Beddor (2020) for specific suggestions.

' There is a question here for expressivists concerning how exactly normative judgments
‘motivate’ or govern our attitudes (for example, desire) and not only our actions. Perhaps the
relevant outputs will not include the attitude itself, but rather actions or feelings that somehow
serve to bring the attitude about. However, this is a question for any internalist theory that allows
for reasons for attitudes rather than specific to the present account.
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x. While this removes any reference to care in our characterization of
this attitude, it still exhibits circularity. Firstly, this is because among the
attitudes mentioned in our characterization is the very desire we are try-
ing to explain. Secondly, insofar as this desire is a component of care,
it will also be mentioned in our characterization of every other attitude
inA,.,A that has prudential content. However, rather than attempt
to remove this circularity, the correct response is to note that it is non-
viciously circular and thus unproblematic. For there is nothing viciously
circular in having a desire for something insofar as this desire forms part
of a complex cluster of interrelated hopes, fears, joys, and so on.

To care for x, then, is to possess a complex cluster of causally related
desires, joys, fears, and so on, towards x. To desire p insofar as one cares
for x is to desire p on the condition that one instantiates this web of
attitudes. A question one might have about the proposed account is how
demanding the possession conditions on caring are. Must one instan-
tiate the whole cluster or only part of it? If only part of it, how much?
It seems plausible that we can care for something even if we lack some
of the relevant caring attitudes. For supposing we possessed all but one
of the relevant attitudes towards some object, it seems that attributing
care for that object would still be appropriate. A less clear case might
be one in which we realize we care for something only when we lose
that thing. This might be because some of the relevant dispositions have
been masked, but it might simply be that while we possess the relevant
attitudes related to that thing’s loss, we lack those related to its flour-
ishing. Rather than pose a difficulty for our view, however, what this
brings out is that caring is an attitude that comes in degrees. How much
one cares for something will often be explained by the strength of the
relevant desires, fears, joys, and so on, towards the object of care. But
it might also be explained by how much of the cluster one instantiates.
Precisely where the threshold lies for care attributions will no doubt be
vague, but this is a feature of many kinds of attitudes.

Combining the responses to the two worries, we now have the fol-
lowing account of what it is to desire that something fares well:

S desires that x fares well if and only if S’s desire stands in the right
functional relations to S’s beliefs about what it is rational to want
insofar as one possesses attitudes A ,..., A towards x.

Thus, for instance, if desires are partly defined by the way they com-
bine with beliefs to produce actions, then desiring that x does well will
involve a disposition to bring about what one believes it is rational to
want insofar as one possesses this desire and other caring attitudes
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towards x. If we then give an expressivist account of this belief, we pro-
vide a suitably non-normative, non-circular account of one component
of care. The other components are explained in the same way but in
terms of whatever functional relations to S’s beliefs (and other attitudes)
are constitutive of those attitudes.”

3.2.4 The point of prudence Imagine, then, a disagreement between a
prudential hedonist and a prudential ascetic concerning an important life
decision of a mutual friend. Whereas the hedonist thinks it would be best
for the friend to choose the path of most pleasure, the ascetic thinks it
would be best for the friend to choose the path that renounces pleasure.
What is this disagreement about? According to the expressivist rational
care theory, the disagreement concerns what norms or values to accept
in relation to what to want insofar as they care for their friend, which is
to say insofar as they in fact have this desire and other related attitudes
governed by the very same norms or values. The hedonist accepts norms
or values that prescribe wanting pleasure for those we care about, and
insofar as the hedonist cares for the friend, they will desire pleasure for
the friend. The ascetic accepts norms or values that proscribe pleasure
for those we care about, and insofar as the ascetic cares for the friend,
they will desire that the friend foregoes pleasure. Thus, while each person
wants something different for their friend, both cases are manifestations
of care. While they share the de dicto desire for their friend’s good, their
differing desires are a consequence of their differing beliefs about what
their friends good consists in. In this way, caring for a person involves
being guided by one’s beliefs about how to rationally care for that person.

Many details remain to be filled in and there are many complexities
not considered here that a mature theory would need to accommodate.
The point, however, has not been to develop a fully worked-out account,
but to show how it is possible to provide a non-circular, non-normative
characterization of what it is to care, even if caring essentially involves
responding to another’s well-being. I conclude this section of the paper
by offering an independently motivated, speculative story about the role
of care that is of a piece with the kind of explanations expressivists give
about the practical role of normative attitudes more generally.

2 See Beddor (2020) and Baker (2021) for further discussion of some of the details. While I have
focused on how we can explain this desire within a functionalist framework, the argument should
generalize to any approach that explains propositional attitudes in terms of their constitutive
relations to other attitudes. For instance, these might be relations of constitutive rationality rather
than causal-functional relations; compare the interpretationist approach proposed in Brown (2022)
and the discussion of the many attitudes problem therein.
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From as early as the second year, human beings already begin to
exhibit caring behaviours in response to the perceived distress of oth-
ers (Zahn-Waxler et al. 1992). This arguably occurs via the activation of
innate empathy-arousing mechanisms that cause us to have feelings more
congruent with the other’s situation than our own (Hoffman 2000). If the
development of our caring responses ended there, then there would be
no grounds for thinking that care is a normative attitude. Rather, care
would simply be a response to the perceived distress of another. However,
as we develop in late childhood and adolescence, we begin to respond
empathically not simply to another’s distress, but to their ‘ife situation’
more generally (Hoffman 2000, p. 80). It is at this point of development
that it begins to make sense to ask which features of another’s life situa-
tion are appropriate objects of one’s empathic responses. For there is no
descriptively given criterion for which features of their life situation are
the correct object of one’s responses. But to ask this is to ask a normative
question. And it is precisely our prudential concepts that allow us to pose
such questions. This is what our prudential concepts are for.

Thus, if it is part of our mature attitude of care to be able to reflect
on and revise our implicit or explicit views about the features of anoth-
er’s life situation it is appropriate to respond to from the perspective of
care, then it would seem that care is itself a normative attitude. However,
as long as the normative concept of ‘appropriateness’ involved in this
attitude can be given an expressivist interpretation, there is nothing
here incompatible with expressivism. Admittedly, this story is some-
what speculative. However, it is empirically informed and plausible
enough given general facts about human development and interaction.
This shows that the expressivist rational care theory can be offered not
merely as an ad hoc response to the challenge of prudential normativity.
It is independently motivated by exactly the kind of story that expres-
sivists want to tell about normative thought and discussion more gen-
erally: namely, that normative thought and discussion is fundamentally
explained in terms of its motivational, cooperative, and coordinative
role in allowing human beings to live together.

4. Conclusion

If prudential thought and discussion is normative, then any mature
meta-normative theory must explain what makes it normative and what
distinguishes it from other kinds of normative inquiry. Our theory answered
the second question in terms of its being distinctively about the rational-
ity of caring attitudes. It answered the first question in terms of whatever
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expressivist explanation we give of the attitude expressed by ‘rational. While
it would be nice if the fitting attitude strategy generalized to other varieties
of normativity, whether it does so remains to be seen. However, I hope that
the above discussion merits further investigation in this direction.

While I have defended the rational care view from what I take to
be its most pressing objection, there will of course be other objections
to the approach that I have not considered here. Moreover, I have not
considered how the approach fares with respect to competing expressiv-
ist approaches. This is partly because of the current lack of expressivist
approaches, but it is mostly in order to focus on the constructive task of
providing an expressivist account of prudential thought and discussion.
While our account ultimately needs to be assessed against its competi-
tors, I leave this task for elsewhere.

That said, let me briefly comment on Beddor’s (2021) proposal that
expressivists should individuate normative domains in terms of distinc-
tive kinds of approval and disapproval. In the current context, the idea
is that while all normative claims express (dis)approval of some kind,
prudential claims express specifically prudential (dis)approval. Beddor
then offers a number of ways in which one might explain prudential
(dis)approval. However, every strategy Beddor offers involves appeal-
ing to other attitudes with prudential content. For example, he suggests
that prudential disapproval might be disapproval based in ‘the desire for
the wellbeing of a particular agent’ (2021, p. 29). He also suggests that
prudential disapproval is functionally connected to prudential blame,
which is blame based on prudential considerations (2021, pp. 29-30). In
both cases, Beddor fails to offer a non-normative, non-circular charac-
terization of the relevant attitudes. So the proposal, at least as it is devel-
oped there, fails to offer a genuine alternative for expressivists.

By contrast, the expressivist rational care theory provides a non-
normative, non-circular characterization of prudential thought and dis-
cussion. In doing so, it solves the challenge of prudential normativity
for expressivism and the circularity problem for the rational care theory.
Thus, while the marriage may be one of convenience, I am hopeful it is
a happy one.”

' T would like to thank the following people for many helpful comments on many previous
versions of this paper: Matthew Chrisman, Guy Fletcher, Sebastian Kohler, James Laing, James Lewis,
Sophie Potter, Michael Ridge, Christine Tiefensee, and the reviewers and editors at MIND. Special
thanks to Guy Fletcher for first suggesting the topic to me. The paper also benefited from feedback
from audiences at the Frankfurt School of Finance & Management, Sapienza Universita di Roma,
Universitat de Barcelona, Universitit Bonn, and University of Cyprus. It was supported by funding
from the British Academy (Grant No. PF21\210089) and the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation.
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