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Uggles and Muggles
Wedgwood on Normative Thought and Justification

JamesLenman

This is my version of a paper published in Philosophical Studies 151/3,
2010, pp. 469-477. The final publication is available at Springer via
http://dx.doi.org10.1007/s11098-010-9552-x . Please refer to the latter
when quoting or citing

Wedgwoods The Nature olormativityis animpressive contribution to
metaethics, imaginative, painstaggjroriginal and extremely scholarly.
But while lam highly impressed, | confess myself wlyolinconvinced.
In what follows | tryto outline some reasons fary failure to be
persuaded.

In a galxy far far away, theres a planet calledUg’. Ug is
inhabitedby just two species of animal, Uggles and Huggles. The
Huggles are pretty simple creatures. THey’t goin for language and
canbe credited wittat best the most rudimentary forms of conceptual
thought, intentionality or any of that stuff. But they are conscious
creatures. They suffer and feel pain anddm responsé¢o disease,
physical traumaetc. justasdo othermore familiar creatures. The
Uggleson the other hand are more like umsthis respecatleast: they
have the whole panoply of language and conceptual thought. They are
also however a lot less nice than even the nastiest of us. Their
predominant psychological featusesadism directed at Huggles. What
Uggles aranostly into doingis inflicting pain on Huggless much and
asoftenasthey can. Theydon’t get some tangible benefit from making
Huggles suffer the way, say, lions do from killing zebrés just
something they lovéo do. They are carefub refrain from anything
that would risk wiping the Uggles out as that would leave them with no
constituency for their sadism and render their lives, in their own eyes,
lackingin purposeor meanimy. Forsocentral to their lives is their
passion for inflicting suffering on Huggles that it dominates their
practical, normative thought and centrally informs their understanding
of what is desirable or choiceworthy. Thus there is nothing they consider
more admirable in other Uggles than exhibitions of prowess in



and dedication to the practice of Huggle-torturing. Such sadistic
convictions are entirely normal among Uggles and are perfectly stable
for them under the most searching reflective scrutiny.

We may not much like Uggles but we could surely understand
them.Cognitively they aran respectable shape: their perceptual
apparatus and capacity for epistemic rationality work OK. And they are
competent enough at the sort of procedural rationality they toeed
adopt means adeqedo their dreadful endsSowhile their conception
of whatis choiceworthy and desirable is craayour lights, they remain
intelligible to usasintentioral systems speaking something oan
recognizeasa languagerlhey’re nottoo badatthetrue butpy ourlights,
they areubbishatthe good.

And indeed by a wonderful cosmic coincidenci,turns out
the language they speak looks strikyntike English.In this language
they would say things like:

You oughtto bash that Hudg harde. It will hurt him more. and

We ought notto attack those Huggles. There are adheround here
who are much more sensitit@ pain.

Now there was oncan Uggle philosopher whose name was
Ralph Ugwood (of the University of Ugford) who wrote a book whose
name,by another wonderful cosmic coincidence, was The Nature of
Normativity. In his book Ugwood offered a conceptuale semantics
for “ought” whereby‘A oughtto ¢’ is a proposition the truth of which
would makeit correct for Ato planto ¢. Correctness is a property that
applies essentiallip mental states and plays a regulative mole
reasoning. Thus, for example, there are certain standaodsrectness
that applyto various kinds of mentaltates and these standards draw
their authority from the ultimate purpose or point of the kind of state
guestion. Thus the point of the standards that govern belief is truth,
while those of those that govern desand choice are desirability
and choiceworthiness (or singplve might naturally say, goodness),
these being essential feagapf belief, desire and choice. The capasiti
to have mentalstates of various kinds, and indeed to possess
concepts are essentially ratablispositions, dispositiorte respond
to real normative features oh@'s antecedent mentabktatesin forming
news onesn essentidy rational ways. That mental states respiond
this way to normative features of othmental states shows that the
normative featwrsare real, causally efficacious feasof the world.
They may be realizeh natural features of theorld but they are not
(Ugwood proceeds to argue) reducibdethem.



Because the dispositions constitutive of the castihave
various kinds of mental states are essentially rate Uggles
(Ugwood urgednust think of them ageliable indicates of the truth
of the normative propositions to which they respongjtoth
antecedent mental states makigkely to be correcto respond in one
way and notn another. The normative intuitions by whicle
determinewhat is or is not choiceworthy or good are either
manifestations or simulations of dispositions that are essentially
rational indicators of the facts about choicewor- thinessganodness,
sensitiveto real normative features of our antecedent mental states
virtue of which certain choices and desires are likelye correct. Thus
suppose |, Ugwood, admire Professor Ugbad who shows particular
inventivenasin devising novelways to inflict unspeakable pain on
Huggles. The disposition | manifest hésehe disposition essentitd
the capacity for thenental state in question, admiration. Given this,
thenmy admirationis a reliable indicator, in normal circumstances,
assuming my belisfabout Ugbad’s inventiveness are correct, that
Ugbad’s adions really are admirabl

Only of course thewren’t. Ugbal’s actions are hateful and
crud, neither admirable nor choiceworthy. Allgwood’s intuitions
about whais choiceworthy andidmirable are not responsesreal
normative properties of choiceworthiness atthirableness. For the
propertiesto which these intuitions respond are not really
choiceworthy or admirable but appalling. Moreoitas notan essential
feature of, say, choice, thiatrespondso andis regulatedoy
choiceworthiness. For the choicesUggles do not and are not. But
they are certainly choices.

Now back to Earth wire there are no Uggles or Huggles, just us
Muggles. Ralph Wedgwoadd a Muggle philosopher whose first order
normative views are far more civiéd than are Ugwod’s but whose
metaethical take on themmreally rather similarI’m not sure what
Wedgwood would say about the plarég and its disagreeable
denizens. Perhaps Uggles have normative concepts, concepts quite
different from our own but their normative concepts are deeply
defective, essentially dependent omstaken normative beliefs. But
Wedgwood doesn’t believe there can be concepts that are defective
this way. Thust is not a defect in the conceptvitch” that there are no
witchesaswe see whenve reflect that there is nothing defectiveour
thought, involving that very concept, that there are no witches. (pp.
172-173) Perhaps then Uggles are deploysage distinct concept,
say choiceworthyggle but the concepassuchis not defectiveasis
seenwhen we applyt in the nondefective thought thathatis
choiceworhyyUggle is not choiceworthy at all. But for thte be true



Ugwood must be deeply mistaken in thinking choiceworthinggke a
normative concept which enysessentiallyts role in rationally guiding
actionby same regulative principle wherelifysomething is
choiceworthy therit is correctto chooseat. For our own understandin
of this concept accords no such regulative authority.

Soare the Ugglesconcepts of choiceworthiness, admirableness
etc. just our own concepts, as Wedgwood understands them, applied
in systematically mistaken waysddn’t see how theganbe because
the dispositions Uggk manifest in applying them are not essehtial
rational, do not respond to any facts abehbatit is correctto choose
and admire, becaethe things Uggles are disposed to choose and
admire are not thingg is correctto choose and adn@rNor canit be
proposed that circumstances are not normal or that Uggles intuitions are
notin reflective equilibrium. Foex hypothesi they are perfectly
normal (for Uggles) and perfectly stable under reflective scrutiny. (Of
course they are only normal relatiydocally, vis avis the ratioal
denizens of Ug, but would be oddo view their status as such as
compromised by the existence of us very differently thinking crestur
located athe other end of the universe.)

But it would be philosophically advantagedosunderstand
these Uggles concepés our own mistakenly applied. For that allows
us to make the clearest sense of the thought that the Uggles and
ourselvas disagree about whéd good, admirable, choiceworthy and are
not merely thinkingat cross purpasswhen they assert, for exanepl
that torturing Huggles is admirable awd thatit is not. Soit would be
goodto be ableto recognizehis while continuing to insist that Uggle
intuitions about whais choiceworthy, admirable, good are not
responseto real normative properties of choiceworthiness and
admirableness, goodres

They are certainly responstessomethinglt is perhaps most
naturalto say they are responses to, let us gagdnesgggle where
by that Imean being suclasto speako the normative sensibilities of
Uggles. But of course the conceptgafodnesgggle is not, when |
speak of it,a normative concept at allt lacks altogether thige to
motivation thais (Wedgwood and | ageg distinctive of the normative.
Thatsamethingis goaduggle in no way disposetheto desie or
admireit or to think it would be correct for anyorte do so. Noiis
goodnesgggle according to me, the concept Uggthemselves
employ when they speak of goodness. For when they speak of geodnes
they express their normative sensibilities and do not merely asoribe
the things of which they speak the natural property of speaking to it.
Thereis no needo clutter up our metaphysics with any distinctively
normative properties answeritgthis conceptAn expressivist account



of their normative language all we needto make sensef what they
are up to. And alve need to make sense what we are up to.

Wedgwood devotes a chapterexpressivism. And with good
reason. Expressivists can agree with Wedgwood and Ugwood that
normative concepts are concepts that play the role of regulating thought
andadion in ways that are essential an understanding both of
normative concepts and of thought. Expressivism about normative
conceptsis extremely well suitedo furnish a neat explanation of the
truth of normative judgement internalism, a theosgtitesideratum
Wedgwood heavily stresses and which drives much of the argumen
both for his own view and against othiaral views. For Wedgwood
normative concepts are essentially concetoegdgulate our thought
andadion and normative properties are those propertieghich we
respond in thinking and acting waysso regulated. An embarassment
for his view is just how little, apart from this, hie ableto tell us about
these propertieOn completing his book the readknows of these
properties that they are properties such ithat are rationaive will
recognize thait is frightfully importantwe shape our thoughts and
actions with a viewo their having the positive normative properties
and lacking the negative ones. But sha’t anywhere nearas clear
why this is so very important omwhat precisely these properties are.
The expressivist avoid this embarnmassat by relating a metaethical
accaint of normativityin which no such properties fundamentally
feature.

But Wedgwood thinks the expressvhas grounds for
embarrassment of his own. His central conegises from his demand
that: “the fundamental explanation of the meaning of a normative
statemeninust provide some account of these conditions or
standards of justification and warrantedries@p. 4950)
Acknowledging that Gibbardh particular says rather a lot that
speaksto this demand, he @son howeveto complain:

“...itis notclear thatit is enough folan account of the meaning of
normative statemés simplyto enumerate thetandards of justification
and warranted- ness that these statésrame subject taConsider an
agent whds agonizing about a normative question. For exampl
suppose that shis agonizing over the question @fhether she ought
to inform the police about #riend’s criminal adivities. In agonizing
about the question slestrivingto reach an answeo this question
thatis justified and warranted. But why should she bother agonizing



over this. Whats the point of goingo somuch trouble? What would
be sobad about reachingn answerto the question thas not justified
and warranted?(p. 50)

I myself think Gibbad’s contributionto our understanding of
normative justification and warrant rather too deep and impretsshe
fairly characterized as a mere enumeration of anything. But | will focus
here on the rhetorical questions with which the quoted passls.
Unlike Wedgwood, Hon’t think these questions needbarrass the
expressivist. Foan expressivist, normative judgements express our
normative sensibilities where these are fundamentally constitutdxy not
a body of beliefs buby the passions in our soulsis not a puzzle why
it is agonizing when these passions conflict and wéghould be
interestedn resolving such conflict. Stella cares about having stable
and close relationships with other people shdyestrong norms of
personal loyalty. She cares in particular about this friendship shgsenjo
with Simon and does not wattt damaget by departing from such
loyalty. And shecares abouimon. It distresses héw think of him
going through the hardship and humiliation of arrest, conviction and
perhaps imprisonment. But she cares about other stuff too. She know
Simon has ha and injured someone in some serious and unlawful way
and shas investedn ideals of justice and tirele of law that represent
it asher dutyto bringwhat he has done the attention of the
authorities.So sheis torn by conflicting passion& concerns and seeks
a resolution of that conflict. A satisfyj resolution will likewise be one
that speaks to the passiansher soul. She woullilke to make a
decision about what to do that she can fyst herself and others. Thus
she would likeo make a decision that will conform as wadlit canto
those of her concerns andnmitments she is most confident will be
stable under reflectioso that her choice will be one she can
subsequently live with. And she would likemake a decision shean
justify to others, to her other friends, her family, her fellow citizens, to
Simon himself, ideally aeast, where that justification will spe#i
concerns andommitments she shares with these others. These are the
kinds of pressures that operate ontiseanake her care that her decision
is justified and warranteoh terms of the normative commitments,
particular and general, local and global, higher and lower order, to
which such justification would speak. Whem understand these facts
about her, her concern that her decision rsmee justification is not
exactly mysterious. Justificatiamsimply the bringingo bear of
normative judgements on whatever we are seekingstify andwe
care about normative judgements, accordangs expressivists,
becase normative judgement jus$ caring, or a species of caring.
Expressivism need not of course say that these passities soul are



what provideStella’s reasons.But they are what her talk of reasons
expresses and they explain why she finds reasovesry interesting.
Inhabitingasshe does the space of reasons her passions have shaped for
her, she understands as clearly as she needs to, in their light, why the
task of justifying her decisions aadtions has the urgey it does. Not
only, then, dawve have agrip on why, causally and psychologicall

Stella should care about making a decision ithaistified; wecanalso
obtan a grip on why, normatiyg speaking, she should do Sl

don’t think expressivisnis too gravely embarrassed explaining why
we should bother with justification and warrant. Ahd notat all

sure why the realigs himselfsofree of such embarrassment. For the
realist like Wedgwood whacepts normative judgement internalism,
facts about justification and other normative facts are certainly facts in
which rational people necessarily takeimmense interest. But why

that should be sis not entirely cleaf.

3

I turn finally to Wedgwoo& discussion of normative
epistemology. | have argued elsewhere that one strength of
expressivism is that is peculiarly well suited to make sense of
normative intuitions and the significanee accord theni.But how
does Wedgwod’s realist accountare?He notes the standard anti-
realistcomplaint that:

Many realists saljittle more than thatve have some cognitive
faculty— sometinescdled “intuition” or “reason” or consciencé—
which enabésus to comeéo know and have justified beligh
normative propositions; but the rarely gaeaccount of how this
alleged faculty operates, or hatwcould serveasa reliable source of
knowledge, or what could justify us relying on it”” (p. 225)

He claims to show however thdtrealismcan provide a
satisfactory explanation of the epistemolagyhormative beliefs. (p.
226) | remain unconvinced.

His account likemany othes accords a central plate
normative intuitions. He seeks vindicae the reliability of thesdy
regarding themas manifestations or simulations of dispositions that are
essentidy rational.lt is, he argug, “a crucial.. assumption of many
psychological explanations thate often form a belief or other attitude
precisely because our antecederantal statesmake it ratioral for us

! Blackburn 1998, Gibbard, 1990.
2 Lenman 2009, esp. pp. 9-10.
3 Lenman 2007.



to do” (p. 246) Reflection on thenental workirgs of Uggles
makes this claim doubtful. The most should concedes perhaps that
“we oftenform a belief or other attitude predigdecaseour
antecedentnental states maki ratioral by, our own lights, for ugo
do.” Forthis to be truewe need no facts about norms, ordgjt were,
facts about lights, facts about the passionsur souls that our
distinctively normative judgements express. Likemggle normative
beliefs are ratioal by their lights but noby ours. But Uggles, ase
saw, are not entihg irrational: they are rubbish at the good QK at
the true:sothey are ethically perverse but not unintelligible. Other still
weirder creatures, creatures whose episteand procedural thought
wasascrazyasUggles evaluative thought, might not even be
intelligible asthinking, believing desiring creaturasall. But, pace
Wedgwood at p. 190, where | think ratlioo much is concluded from
anexample whergve are invitedto imagine ourselves very weird
indeed, that possibility does not datféhe supposition that is
rationality by the lightsof the interpretee that counts hdteat most
restrictsits applicationto exclude interpretees of whose thoughtoaa
make no rational sensé at all. And the horizons of normative
commonality are far closer than the horizons of normative
intelligibility.

A central aspect of Wedgwd’s attemptto vindicate the
credibility of normative intuitionss his invocation of the credibility of
sensory experience an, effect, a companiom guilt. Herehe invokes
a notion of primitive rationality, such that primitively rational ways
to form beliefs are ways of forming beliefs that are basicadly,
opposed to independently or antecedently, ratigdbftourset would
becircularto appealto empirical evidence for the credibility ofie’s
sensory experience. Bue may nonetheless be warranted in thinking
primitively rational to trust such experience. How $¢&l, Wedgwood
suggests;[i]t maybethatit is essentlto sensory experience that any
subpctwho has such experiences has some disposition to have
experiences that veridically represent certain aspects of her
environment! Well, yes, perhaps that may tree andt would be
epistemologically very convenieiftit was true but €an't, at this point,
find enoughin the way of argument ibs support foiit to look like
much more tharan optimistic conjecture.

Rathe more promisingly to my mind, Wedgwood also
suggests a possible pragimoattionale for takingne’s sensory
experienceat face vale:

We could not functiorasagents at all untswe had some beliefs about
our immediate environmen§o it would be unreasonable to demand



that we should not form any beliefs about our immediate environment
atall. It would also be unreasonalbbedemand thatve should not form
beliefs of this kind in any way unlesg had independent or antecedent
reasons for regarding this way of forming beli@éseliable... In short

we needto treat some way of forming beliefs about our environnasnt
primitively rational; andsoit would be unreasonbdbto expect ugo do
otherwise. (pp. 232232)

He stresgsthat this pragmatic rationale only warrants our taking
same such way of forming beliefs as primitivetgtional. It does
not recommend-taking our sensory experiencaidace value over
astrology or reading the tégaves, for exampl” (p. 232)That’s
significant, in part, | guess, beaaif the pragmatic rationale could
sustain the laer recommendationit would makeit antecedently
ratioral to trustone’s sensory experience and make the invocation of
primitive rationality unnecessary.

The status of normative intuitions and sensory experience are,
he urges, comparable and the invocation of primitatenality to
vindicae trustin them comparably credible (p. 246). | dotihis. To
see whylet’s remind ourselves of some facts about sgnso
experiences.

First of all, sensory experiences have not one but multiple
sourcesWe have not one but several (rather more nowadays told
than the traditional five) sensory modalities that represent the world
stable and systematically mutlyacoherent waysAs well asthis
systematic intrapersonal coherence acnog®wn plural sensory
modalities, | encountera like systematic coherence between my
own sensory experiences and the reported such experience rof othe
people. These sengoexperiences represetotme a world that
constrains and shapesy agency in predictably stable and recalcitrant
ways, as | remember whenever | tojwalk through walls. But the
oppositeis also true:my agencycan shapeit in ways that feed back
into the character ahy subsequent sensory experience. When | am
botheredoy the discomfort of featig hungry, Ifind | can addresthe
problem pretty effectivig by trusting my sensory experiendesguide
me towards food. Bui’d find, I'm pretty sure (typical armcirabound
philosopher, | confesl haverit tried), thatf | relied here instead on tea
leaves and the plandtsdl stay hungrySol suspect weantake the
pragmatic rationale considerably further than Wedgwood suggests,
ruling outteabags and astrologiyy which case the rationalityf trusting
our senses is no longgo very obviously so very primitive. (Of course
the foregoing reasoning might just move the bump elsewhere on the
campet leaving us wondering about the rationality, primitive or



otherwige, of inductive reasoning. Perhaps there are grounds to treat that
as primitively rational but thats not a question for another day.)

The world presentedn sensory experience is, moregve
systematically orderly in way that allow tesregiment our experience
of it in the ways that have enabledtasarive at moden saence
which provides us with a picteyincomplete of course but already
extraordinafy detailed and powerful, of a lawfy ordered, natural
world. And thissdentific picture of the world thatve have constructed
from our sensory experientea picture of worldn whichwe and our
sensory experiences (whose aetioldgyescribes and explaiirs some
detail) are incorporated as a rather small, extremely, lgesy recently
evolved parin ways that heavily undermine the thought thad
merely something we constryjcather than something real and
objective, existing prior to and independently of our sgnso
engagement witlt.

The bare epistemic possibility might remain that the wisrkl
mere figment engineed by an evil demon or malevolent
neuroscientist. Butin manyways, | might notmuch carelt would
remain theworld I inhabit, experientially speaking. The flowers would
smell no less sweet, teusic sound ndess enchanting. The world |
experience would still shape abdshapedy my agency. What might
matter, for sures the reality of other people. But here again pragmatic
considerations plausibly have considerable bitd. rather risk being
wrong in supposing you alb be more than merely zombies or virtual
figments of the evils neukist’s software than risk being wroray
thinking thatis all you are. And if that pragmatwarrantis at all
telling, the pragmad rationale for trusting our senses is thereby still
further deepened and reinforced. Horant credit you with
psychological reality unks| take seriouy the sensty experience of
your bodily reality without which | could not identify yoasan
individual at all.

Compae and contrast. The picture of the natural world
disclosed by sciends aworld that incorporatessand our sensory
experiencelt does notin contrast, at least urdeand untilwe
supplement science with some distipcjuestionable metaphysics,
incorporate any normative facsall. And the working of a capacity
for normative intuitionasWedgwood characterizés is notsanething
natural science shows any sign of illuminating or indaeast qua
receptiveto a domain of normative facts, detecting. And while, for
reasons | have gestured at above, | stidhe pragmatic rationale for
taking sensky experience seriously goes very much deeper than
Wedgwood allows, thereis simply no pragmatic warrant for normative
realism or for crediting normative intuition with disclosing toaus

4 Cf. Lenman 1994.



domain of normative factst’s certainly true that thought and agency
would be paralysd without normative thought and that such thought
relies indispensibly on normative intuitions. But whaswe

expressivists daye purge both our normative thought and our
understanding of normative intuition of any realist presuppositions, we
find that our normative life continues undisturbed. All that changes
is the philosopy and thaimproves®
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