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Morality as Equal Accountability:
Comments on Stephen Darwall’s
The Second-Person Standpoint

Gary Watson

My remarks on The Second-Person Standpoint are in three parts. I begin
with an overview of the argument and with some preliminary questions
and observations. In the second part, I develop some doubts about
Stephen Darwall’s argument from second-personal competence to sec-
ond-personal authority. Finally, I take up some questions about the re-
lation between the right and the good in Darwall’s philosophy.

I. PRÉCIS AND PRELIMINARY REMARKS

Although he doesn’t advertise it in just this way, we can see Darwall’s
book as a response to Elizabeth Anscombe’s famous complaint against
“modern moral philosophy.” Anscombe charges our discipline (and per-
haps our moral culture) with a kind of incoherence. Having abandoned
traditional theological assumptions, it continues to employ concepts to
which it is no longer entitled. What remains is a moral ‘ought’ with the
supposed special force of law but without a lawgiver. According to Ans-
combe, coherence recommends either trading in this “law conception
of ethics” for an ethics of virtue or else (impossibly, perhaps) returning

This essay is a revision of comments delivered at an Author Meets Critic session of
the Pacific Division of the American Philosophical Association on April 6, 2007. The
comments are much indebted to the participants of reading groups on Darwall’s book at
the University of California, Riverside, and the University of California, Irvine: Bill Bracken,
Bill Bristow, Megs Gendreau, Margaret Gilbert, Aaron James, John Linarelli, Coleen Mac-
namara, Samantha Matherne, Nathan Placencia, Andy Reath, and Beth Silverstein. I am
grateful, as well, to helpful suggestions by Paul Hurley.
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38 Ethics October 2007

to an ethics of divine authority.1 One of the main achievements of Dar-
wall’s book is that it provides an answer to this challenge. The authorities
to whom modern moral consciousness appeals are simply you and I.
The “moral law” is what we have the authority to demand of one another.

If I’m trampling your garden, normally you have a complaint against
me and a compelling claim that I stop. What I’m doing is wrong; indeed
I’m wronging you. Darwall’s thesis is that it is precisely in your having
such objections and claims—and not the other way around—that my
wronging you consists. To do something morally wrong to you is to treat
you in a way to which you have a legitimate objection. This character-
ization brings out the defining feature of morality as accountability: the
explanation of the wrong I’ve done makes an essential reference to your
standing to complain or to rebuke me—your standing to address me
as plaintiff and to make related demands. It is in this sense a second-
personal notion. Your authority to demand that I treat you in this way
is the (source of the) distinctive reason marked by the concept of moral
obligation.

In this respect, there is a sharp contrast between such obligations
and the requirements of theoretical reason. The imperatives of logic or
of good scientific reasoning, say, are explicable independently of any
demands, if any, that others may have that I conduct myself logically or
scientifically. In contrast, my obligations to you are second-personal rea-
sons, making an ineliminable reference to what you can require of me.
The second-personal standpoint is the standpoint from which such de-
mands are made and recognized. Because of this authority I am ac-
countable to you in certain matters. Hence the conception of morality
as part of a second-personal standpoint is a conception of morality as
accountability.

Indeed, Darwall argues that the second-personal standpoint in-
volves a conception of morality as equal accountability. Your standing to
hold me to certain requirements supposes my competence to acknowl-
edge and determine my conduct by the legitimacy of your claim, and
this requires, according to Darwall, my authority to hold myself and
others to interpersonal norms. To possess this authority is to have dignity.
And respect is the acknowledgment of this standing. Your holding me
accountable is therefore a form of respect, presuming the possibility of
mutual recognition.

1. “The concepts of obligation, and duty—moral obligation and moral duty, that is to
say—and of what is morally right and wrong, and of the moral sense of ‘ought’, ought to
be jettisoned if this is psychologically possible; because they are survivals, or derivatives
from survivals, from an earlier conception of ethics which no longer generally survives,
and are only harmful without it” (G. E. M. Anscombe, “Modern Moral Philosophy,” in
The Collected Philosophical Papers of G. E. M. Anscombe, vol. 3, Ethics, Religion, and Politics
[Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1981], 26).
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Watson Morality as Equal Accountability 39

Second-personal reasons form a subset of what are usually called
agent-relative reasons, as distinct from outcome-based reasons. But not
all agent-relative reasons are second personal. The recognition of some-
thing as “sacred ground,” to use Darwall’s example, gives me a reason
not to step on it that is not equally a reason for me simply to minimize
trespassings by anyone. But the basis of this reason is the sacredness of
the ground, not that others have standing to complain if I do so. The
reason not to trespass bottoms out in considerations of a certain kind
of value inherent in that ground. Truly second-personal reasons are, in
contrast, second personal “all the way down.” Second-personal reasons
make essential reference to demands you are entitled to make of me.
They are, as Darwall helpfully puts it, authority tracking rather than
outcome tracking.

Much of the book is devoted to defending the proposition that
morality defines relations of accountability and that this conception falls
out of the second-person standpoint. Darwall presents the conception
of morality as equal accountability as an interpretation of our concept
of moral obligation. But the soundness of that interpretation, Darwall
stresses, doesn’t guarantee the validity of the concept as interpreted.
Moral thought might be not only ungrounded but illusory. The last two
chapters of the book respond to this challenge. The conclusion is that
there is no basis for suspicion about the second-person standpoint that
doesn’t impugn our engagement with practical reason in general. In
outline, the argument is this:

1. In engaging in deliberation, we must assume that there is a basis
for accepting some normative reasons for acting.

2. If there is a basis for accepting any normative reasons for action,
there is at least an equally good basis for accepting second-personal
reasons.

3. In engaging in deliberation at all, we are committed to assumptions
that entail that there is a good basis for accepting second-personal
reasons.

In the next section, I develop a worry about Darwall’s derivation
of morality as equal accountability from features of the second-person
standpoint. Then I want to press a concern about the relation between
the right and the good in Darwall’s moral philosophy. First, let me
register one important complication. (There are of course many others.)

It is in an important respect misleading to say, as I did earlier, and
as Darwall sometimes does, that second-personal reasons rest on others’
authority to make valid demands. Darwall needs a distinction between
“demands” that remain in force whether or not one issues them and
demands that do not. My reason to return your book is that you’ve asked
for it back, not that you have the authority to do so. A different account
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40 Ethics October 2007

must be given for my reason not to trample on your garden or your
foot, though, since you’ve probably never addressed any such demand
to me. The wrongness of what I do in this case cannot consist in my
violating a demand that you’ve made. Nor can it consist in your pos-
session of the authority to prohibit me from behaving in this way. For
if you actually permit me to trample your foot or your garden, then
presumably I am not violating any obligation to you, even though you
retain the authority to forbid me to do so.2

It seems that Darwall’s explanation of the distinction between these
importantly different kinds of moral requirements and corresponding
second-personal reasons—those that arise from actual prohibitions and
demands and those that do not—appeals to certain implicit understand-
ings and hypothetical conditions. But as far as I can tell, it is never well
worked out. I merely note that without an account of how requirements
can exist without an exercise of someone’s authority, Darwall’s answer
to Anscombe’s objection (that we can’t have laws without a lawgiver)
remains obscure.

So much for preliminary remarks. I now turn to an issue that is at
the heart of Darwall’s general argument for morality as equal account-
ability.

II. THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF MERE MORAL SUBJECTS

In an especially exciting discussion in chapter 5, Darwall claims that
historically important versions of theological ethics implicitly lead to
morality as equal accountability, to the idea that human beings are
legislators (with God) in the kingdom of ends. I begin with a consid-
eration of this claim not, God forbid, from sympathy for theological
ethics, but rather to spotlight what seem to me lacunae in Darwall’s
general derivation.

Darwall’s claim that morality, insofar as it involves a notion of moral
obligation, is a matter of accountability is a conceptual thesis. And the

2. It is a good question whether or not all demands are waivable in this way. Do all
general prohibitions have an implicit “unless you consent” clause—my obligation is to
refrain from cutting off your legs unless you consent? That seems to me implausible. By
contrast, if you generally lack the power to release me from this obligation, in what way
does my obligation to you reflect your authority, as Darwall’s theory has it? This question
deserves more discussion. One response would be to deny the competence of anyone who
would consent to this sort of treatment. That might seem ad hoc. Another would be to
insist that one can do something wrong in mistreating an individual without wronging
him. For I might still be acting in ways that members of the moral community could
reasonably condemn. Some such obligations (similar to those we understand ourselves to
have with respect to the environment) might be defensible within a contractualist frame-
work, Darwall suggests. But these obligations must eventually ground out in second-per-
sonal authority, on his account. Otherwise, obligation would not entail accountability to
anyone.
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Watson Morality as Equal Accountability 41

concept can be interpreted in different ways. The theological version
is: morality as accountability to God. Being under an obligation is being
obligated, and hence accountable, to God, whose authority underwrites,
and is the source of, the obligation. Darwall contrasts this conception
with his own: morality as equal accountability among free and rational
beings.

Morality as accountability to God is to be understood as asserting
that the accountability relations involved in morality are “one way.” This
conception is opposed both to Darwall’s version and to the more generic
idea that morality is a matter of mutual accountability. It is important
to bear in mind that we could accept this generic idea without espousing
equal accountability. We might consistently think that we are equally
accountable to one another but that none of us is accountable to them.
Or we might recognize basic hierarchies of mutual accountability. We
get the egalitarian version of mutual accountability only on the as-
sumption that we are mutually accountable just in virtue of our equal
authority as free and rational beings. Darwall doesn’t distinguish his
own thesis from the generic idea, but the distinction is important to
keep in mind because, as we’ll see, it is sometimes hard to see how his
arguments are supposed to deliver the stronger conclusion.

Let’s assume, in what follows, that Darwall’s conceptual thesis is
correct: that morality, insofar as it’s a matter of obligation, is to be
understood in terms of relations of accountability. Three conceptions
of these relations are:

1. Moral obligation as accountability to God.
2. Morality as mutual accountability.
3. Morality as equal mutual accountability among free and rational

beings.

Darwall argues that conception 1 is unstable; it rests on assumptions
that ultimately entail morality as mutual accountability. When God com-
mands us, he at once makes the moral law and makes us accountable
for following it.3 This normative result presumes God’s second-personal
authority—that our reason (indeed, decisive reason) to comply with
God’s laws is that he has directed us to comply. But it also presumes
our second-personal competence as subjects, our capacity to recognize
God’s authority and to direct our own reasoning and conduct accord-
ingly. In governing ourselves in this way, we hold ourselves responsible

3. Stephen Darwall, The Second-Person Standpoint: Morality, Respect, and Accountability
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006), 108. Further references to this work
are cited in parentheses in the text.
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42 Ethics October 2007

by adopting the standpoint of that authority.4 As God’s moral subjects,
then, we are not mere passive recipients of his directives; we rationally
and freely cooperate with him in our obedience. In so doing, Darwall
concludes, we are active participants “in a scheme of accountability”
(113). It follows that we must be capable of being in a kind of moral
community with God.5

The appeal to this capacity puts “pressure,” Darwall argues, on
conception 1 in the direction of conception 3. For “human beings can
individually have moral community with God only if they have the ca-
pacity to be a moral community together themselves” (114). Individuals
cannot be moral subjects without being moral agents. And if we are
moral agents, as we must be on conception 1, it follows that we “have
the authority to form a moral community ourselves as mutually ac-
countable free and rational persons: a Kantian ‘realm of ends’” (115).

Now I don’t see that this does follow, as so far formulated. For it
is not yet clear why the capacity to determine myself by the recognition
of others’ authority entails that I myself have any authority over others.
To get to that conclusion, the capacity to recognize another’s valid claims
upon me must involve my authority to originate valid claims myself. Why
think that these are bound up together? Unless they are, our status as
moral subjects doesn’t even ground conception 2 let alone 3.

At this stage, Darwall’s formulation of the argument merely fore-
shadows the denouement in chapter 10. But I dwell for a moment on
the initial presentation in order to highlight some questions that we
will want the ultimate argument to answer—namely, whether second-
personal competence suffices for second-personal authority and, spe-
cifically, for equality of second-personal authority. The salient questions
at this point are why second-personal competence suffices for second-
personal authority, and specifically for equality of second-personal
authority.

Following Kant, Darwall speaks of “self-conceit” as the notion that
one is the only being with dignity, that is, the only being with the au-
thority to make claims against others, to address them as moral subjects

4. This is a point Darwall attributes to Pufendorf: “In holding people responsible, we
are committed to the assumption that they can hold themselves responsible by self-ad-
dressed demands from a perspective that we and they share” (112). As Darwall had put
it earlier: “Genuine obligations can result only from an address that presupposes an ad-
dressee’s second-personal competence. To generally hold someone responsible, we must
assume that she can hold herself responsible in her own reasoning and thought” (23).

5. “This picture links accountability centrally to the reasons free and rational beings
have for living by the moral law. On this picture, recognizing moral reasons is itself part
of moral agent’s active participation in a scheme of accountability, part of their holding
themselves accountable for guidance by the relevant norms” (Darwall, 113).
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without acknowledging their authority to make demands upon oneself.
He argues:

The fantasy of self-conceit is ultimately self-undermining since sec-
ond-personal address commits us, quite generally, to an authority
that anyone has just by virtue of second-personal competence.
Briefly: addressing second-personal reasons always presupposes not
just the addresser’s authority and competence to hold the addressee
responsible for compliance, but also the addressee’s authority and
competence to hold himself responsible. It is committed, therefore,
to the authority of a perspective that addresser and addressee can
occupy in common: the second-person standpoint of mutually ac-
countable persons. Even when someone addresses reasons he takes
to derive from an unreciprocated authority over his addressee, he
can blame his addressee for not complying only from the very same
standpoint from which his addressee can blame himself, a stand-
point they share in common as free and rational persons. (138)

So in regarding me as subject to his authority, as someone to whom a
demand can be addressed, God presumes that I am someone who can
rightly accept his authority to make this demand. Therefore he and I
must share the following “perspective”: that God can issue authoritative
demands to GW. This implies that I can hold myself to these demands
from the same perspective from which God can hold me to them.6

What is not yet clear, however, is how this underwrites my authority
to hold anyone beside myself responsible. Darwall characterizes self-
conceit as the idea that “one’s own will is a source of normative reasons
(and is so uniquely)” (135). “Self-conceit,” he goes on to say, “is the
fantasy that one has a claim to others’ recognition respect but that they
reciprocally do not have any against one” (136). The argument so far
presumes that the addressee must be able to see herself as legitimately
subject to another’s demands and to hold herself subject to that demand
because it’s legitimate. Therefore God’s stance presumes my normative
competence to this extent: I am not a mere thing. I must have the
capacity to appreciate and respond to God’s authority. My presumed
fitness to be addressed and to address demands to myself distinguishes
me from nonmoral creatures. I merit respect not only as an apt subject
of moral address but also as an agent insofar as I determine my behavior

6. In chap. 9, Darwall puts the core of his own position in this way: “People can
sensibly be held accountable for complying with norms only if they can themselves accept
and determine themselves by them (Pufendorf’s Point). But that can be guaranteed to
be so only if what makes the demand-warranting norms valid is their issuing from a process
that people can, at least in principle, go through in their own reasoning and thereby make
the relevant demands of themselves” (242).
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44 Ethics October 2007

by the acceptance of reasons.7 This argument is insightful. However, it
does not demonstrate my second-personal authority, my standing to hold
anyone else accountable. For all that’s been said so far, God’s authority
could be the fount of all moral reasons.

So we haven’t yet reached our destination: morality as reciprocal
accountability (in either its generic or specific versions). The question
then is: granting that being a moral subject means having the compe-
tence to hold oneself to demands of others, demands that one can and
does recognize as valid by taking the others’ perspective, does this ca-
pacity entail that anyone else is responsible to me?

What I see as problematic in the reasoning so far is the assumption
that the subject’s acceptance of reasons based on another’s authority
must involve an authorization by the subject of that authority, where
‘authorization’ means not only accepting the requirement as reasonable
but something like ‘coauthoring’ the reason or demand. Why must it
involve anything more than recognizing the authority as legitimate? This
recognition is indeed an exercise of second-personal normative com-
petence God’s subjects share with God to some extent. But that doesn’t
require me to see myself as exercising an authority I possess in my own
right as a “self-originating source of moral claims” (121; quoting John
Rawls). The authority that I am capable of acknowledging in responding
to the demands of others is not necessarily an authority in which I
participate or can participate. On the theological picture, I have the
kind of competence and agency that suits me as a subject, and no more.
If that is right—and we haven’t yet seen reasons to think otherwise—
then not all second-personal address presumes mutual, let alone equal,
accountability.

Darwall’s ultimate argument, as I understand it, offers a reply to
this challenge. If I am a moral subject—that is, properly held account-
able for certain conduct—then I can be wronged by others—at least by
those who hold me accountable. If I can be wronged, then I have the
authority to make claims against those who wrong me (at least the claim
not to treat me in the way in question). It follows that I have the authority
to hold others accountable to me. To generalize, individuals are moral
subjects only if those who hold them accountable are also accountable
to them.

This is a defense of morality as mutual—if not equal—accounta-
bility. Notice, to begin with, that this defense is quite independent of

7. I would call this weak “recognition respect” because, I maintain, it falls short of
what, in the following passage and elsewhere, Darwall calls recognition respect: “Recog-
nition respect of someone as a person is . . . an acknowledgment of someone’s standing
to address and be addressed [sic] second-personal reasons rooted in the dignity of persons”
(126).
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Watson Morality as Equal Accountability 45

the argument reviewed in preceding paragraphs. It makes no use of the
idea of the capacity to hold oneself to demands. More importantly, why
should we accept its initial premise—that anyone subject to moral de-
mands can be wronged? In chapter 10, Darwall remarks that in holding
someone accountable, in “addressing a demand,” we presuppose “a dis-
tinction between legitimate (second-personally justified) ways of relating
to someone directively (or ‘demandingly’) that respect him as a free
and rational person, on the one hand, and illegitimately coercing him,
on the other” (271). Thus, “anyone has the authority to demand that
she not be subjected to non-second-personally-justifiable demands”
(274).8 This appears to close the gap we identified earlier. There is no
such thing as a mere moral subject. For being properly subject to certain
demands presupposes the possibility of being improperly subject to de-
mands, and hence the possibility of being wronged.

I remain worried by this ‘hence’, however. Does being improperly
subjected to certain demands entail being wronged by being subjected
to those demands? Darwall claims that attempting to “direct another’s
will” without the second-personal authority would be illegitimate inas-
much as it would constitute “a violation of the other’s authority as sec-
ond-personally competent” (272). It is of course true that bare coercion
works by bypassing, and in this sense disregarding, the other’s second-
personal competence—that is, her capacity to recognize and direct her
conduct by second-personal reasons—and in bypassing that capacity you
would be disregarding her competence. But talk of violation here sug-
gests a substantive normative principle that is not obviously implicit in
all second-personal address, namely, that we owe it to second-personally
competent agents to treat them only in ways that we can justify to them.
(This of course is a relative of the Categorical Imperative.) This will
give us the conclusion, but I don’t see how it follows from the recog-
nition of the competences that are necessarily presumed in any exercise
of second-personal authority. So I remain unconvinced that it forces the
erstwhile adherent of the theological view to some version of the mutual
accountability thesis.

In holding me to a demand, God presumes an authority that I can
recognize and accept. But why does this commit God to recognizing
me as someone who has the standing to complain if he were to make
this or other demands of me without proper authority?9 There might

8. “One demand that anyone has the authority to make is that he not be subject to
demanding (coercive) conduct that cannot be justified by second-personal reasons” (Dar-
wall, 272).

9. There are of course special problems in interpreting such a counterfactual in the
case of God. (If the concept of an illegitimate demand makes no sense, neither does that
of a legitimate demand.) But these needn’t detain us.

This content downloaded from 146.86.206.174 on Wed, 01 Mar 2017 20:29:40 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



46 Ethics October 2007

be reasons, even ethical reasons, for God or anyone else to relate to
me as a second-personally competent being, rather than to disregard
my competence. But the reason need not be that God or anyone else
owes this to me; the reason might be that it is morally better, a matter
of virtue, say, for me as God’s creature to exercise this competence
rather than to be animated by fear. Again, these seem to me substantive
normative issues that are not settled by the formal conditions of second-
personal address.

In this connection, it is worth considering a more straightforward
argument from second-personal address to the accountability of the
addresser via the basic norms of discourse. To address others at all
(whether in the form of a command, an assertion, or a question) is to
make myself answerable to communicative norms of sincerity and stan-
dards of meaning, which my discursive participation licenses the inter-
locutor to expect me to subscribe to. I am therefore answerable to others
for compliance, and they are entitled to complain if I abuse these stan-
dards. By itself, this would give a much weaker version of mutual ac-
countability than fully equal accountability. For all that this argument
establishes, my interlocutor has a right to speak only if spoken to. Per-
haps she must stand ready to comply with my demands, and the only
standing she has is to complain if I mislead her.

We would get a more robust answerability on the part of God if we
assume that God not only engages in imperatival discourse but also, as
one tradition has it, makes promises to his subjects. Then he would
constrain his own will by entitling us to expect certain performances
from him. Still, the resulting relationship falls short of equality among
free and rational beings. As far as this argument goes, the only standing
the subject has to expect specific conduct from God is the standing that
God, by his word, has given. If the moral obligations of human beings
to one another depended upon actual agreement, the same would be
true of the human moral community. I would have standing to complain
against another for violent treatment only if she had promised me to
forbear. In that case, we would have equal moral standing to demand
of one another that we keep to our agreements. The relation to God,
however, is supposed to be asymmetrical. He can make demands on us
that do not stem from our agreements.

III. THE RIGHT AND THE GOOD

A fundamental task for moral philosophy is to provide a satisfactory
understanding of the relation between honoring the requirements of
interpersonal morality and leading a choiceworthy life. The issue, more
specifically, for Darwall’s project is whether leading a life that is con-
strained by second-personal demands as conceived in this theory, a life
that is fully responsive to human dignity, is a life that is good to lead
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Watson Morality as Equal Accountability 47

and good for us to lead. On this issue, The Second-Person Standpoint is
silent. That fact in itself is no cause for complaint; it would take another
volume to address this question adequately. What does concern me is
that some of Darwall’s remarks may be taken to suggest that this is not
a legitimate issue.

It might be suggested that the issue is after all addressed in the
book, at least by implication. For a choiceworthy life is just a life we
have most reason to lead, and if the argument of The Second-Person
Standpoint is correct, then we are committed by our engagement with
practical reason to the conclusion that the second-personal standpoint
is rationally authoritative.

But this trivialization of the issue won’t do, as Darwall would be
the first to insist. Practical reason comprises more than questions of
what we owe one another. We have a rather robust practical understand-
ing of good human lives. Indeed, Darwall himself has recently contrib-
uted an excellent book on the subject, Welfare and Rational Care.10 What
we want for those we care about includes friendship, creativity, emotional
depth, courage, generosity, truthfulness, knowledge, security, and so on.
Such things as these are also recommended by practical reason, as things
that matter a great deal, and unless we have a reasonable confidence
that the moral life is at least not antagonistic to the values in question,
we have reason to doubt that any demonstration of the practical au-
thority of the second-person standpoint could be successful. Without
this confidence, at the very least, we would have reason to think that
practical reason, or at least our conception of practical reason, is subject
to deep tensions. A defense of morality as mutual accountability can’t
be complete without saying something about why the mutual recogni-
tion of one another’s dignity is something of paramount importance.
Otherwise, practical reason will lack coherence.

It seems to me scarcely intelligible to assert that we have most reason
to live morally even though we have no reason to suppose that living
this way is in general good for us. A fully satisfactory account of the
authority of morality must show how living under that authority is con-
gruent with living well. Call this the congruence requirement. It is admittedly
vague, but the point is clear enough, I think.

In his book on the subject of welfare, Darwall defends the “nor-
mative claim” that “the best life for human beings is one of significant
engagement in activities through which we come into appreciative rap-
port with agent-neutral values, such as aesthetic beauty, knowledge and
understanding, and the worth of living beings.” The best human life
for me is one that is better for me; someone who cares about me will

10. Stephen Darwall, Welfare and Rational Care (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2002).
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want this for me for its own sake.11 Suppose that this normative claim
is correct. Then according to the congruence requirement, living mor-
ally must be expected to contribute to a life in which we engage ap-
preciatively with agent-neutral values of these kinds. If what Darwall calls
“contractualism’s deepest idea: a community of mutually accountable
free and rational persons” (320) is not an idea of a community in which
we should want our loved one’s to live, a community in which we can
expect in general to fare well, then it is suspect as a requirement of
practical reason.

To be sure, on morality as equal accountability, there will be a
nonaccidental connection between morality and human good, at least
on its contractualist interpretation. For putative demands and prohi-
bitions could only be mutually acceptable if they answered to important
human needs and aspirations in general. But the question here is why
living a life that gives supremacy to these demands matters so much for
the agent. We need some kind of normative story here, according to
the congruence requirement.

I stress this requirement not only in the hope that Darwall will take
it up in a future work but also to invite him to rethink some of his
remarks in the present volume. My worry is that some of his animad-
versions under the heading of “the wrong kind of reason objection”
might seem dismissive of the requirement altogether. For example, in
response to Scanlon’s attempt to explain the special importance of con-
siderations of what we owe to one another by appealing to the ideal or
value of standing in relations of mutual recognition, Darwall objects
that this sort of appeal can at best indicate “reasons of the wrong kind”
(317). No matter how weighty the value of mutual recognition might
be, at most it gives us reasons to want to recognize the moral claims of
others, not directly reasons to accept these claims as valid. From the
fact that is desirable for us to relate to others as beings with dignity, it
doesn’t follow that they have that property. “The reason we have for
relating to others with respect,” Darwall insists, “is not just that this is
desirable in some way or other, whether for us individually, or impartially,
or whatever, but, the dignity of persons pure and simple, their having
equal second-personal standing, which we are committed to accepting
when we address them second-personally at all” (318). “For the value
of relating to one another on terms of mutual respect to be connected
in the right way to the reasons we appeal to within such relations,”
Darwall says, “we must see this respect as itself called for by the equal
dignity of free and rational persons” (317–18).

This latter point is surely right; the appeal to the value of mutual
recognition must leave intact the fact that what is recognized in this

11. Ibid., 75.
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relation are genuine constraints on our reasoning and conduct. But I
see this as something that Scanlon, in his own terms, affirms. Indeed,
in his account of “importance,” Scanlon is responding to what he calls
Prichard’s Dilemma, which, as I see it, is a version of the wrong kind
of reason problem. Prichard’s Dilemma is this: in answer to the question
of what reason we have not to lie, we must either restrict ourselves to
the utterly unhelpful “because it is wrong,” or we will inevitably fail to
supply “the kind of reason that we suppose a moral person first and
foremost to be moved by.”12 Here is Scanlon’s response to the dilemma:

The contractualist ideal of acting in accord with principles that
others (similarly motivated) could not reasonably reject is meant
to characterize the relation with others the value and appeal of
which underlies our reasons to do what morality requires. This
relation . . . might be called a relation of mutual recognition.
Standing in this relation to others is appealing in itself—worth
seeking for its own sake. A moral person will refrain from lying to
others, cheating, harming, or exploiting them, ‘because these
things are wrong’. But for such a person these requirements are
not just formal imperatives; they are aspects of the positive value
of a way of living with others.13

This is instructive. The value to which Scanlon appeals doesn’t
supplant the other (right) kind of reason. He has already offered what
he takes to be the best defense of the existence and character of such
reasons. The further discussion is meant to complement this defense
by showing how the recognition of such reasons constitutes standing in
relations that we can see as deeply important.

In contrast to Scanlon, Darwall says, “the approach I sketch prom-
ises to explain how the standing to make claims and demands on one
another as free and rational persons is something to which we are jointly
committed whenever we take up the second-person stance more gen-
erally rather than simply being an ineliminable aspect of interpersonal
relations we find appealing” (36). It is true that Scanlon, unlike Darwall,
does not aspire to derive morality from the conditions of second-person
address more generally. But this difference is not relevant to the wrong
kind of reason objection. Let’s suppose that Darwall’s more ambitious
claim is correct; I still maintain that something like the congruence
requirement has force. Even if moral obligation is a commitment of

12. T. M. Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1998), 150.

13. Ibid., 162. According to Scanlon, the sense of loss “occasioned by charges of
injustice and immorality” against us and institutions in which we are involved reflects “our
awareness of the importance for us of being ‘in unity with our fellow creatures’” (163).
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practical reason as such, it behooves us to offer a conception of human
good into which the moral life can fit.

Indeed, Darwall’s normative thesis about the good life, cited above,
points to some of the crucial connections. His thesis is that the worth
of human beings is one of the agent-neutral values that a good life will
appreciate. This assertion immediately links the good life with morality,
for, on Darwall’s account, the worth of human beings is a non-merit-
based value that constitutes dignity.14 To appreciate that is to recognize
human beings as having the authority to make claims against one
another.

This makes some progress toward congruence. It suggests the kind
of story that might be told without invoking the wrong kind of reason.
It is nonreductive in the sense that it doesn’t derive solely from non-
second-personal reasons, since the specification of this agent-neutral
value appeals to second-personal authority. At the same time, it uncovers
an important connection between living morally and living well insofar
as the latter involves standing in the right relation to certain values.

IV. CONCLUSION

The foregoing worries and questions in no way qualify my deep admi-
ration of The Second-Person Standpoint. Its command of the historical and
contemporary literature and their interconnections is simply astonish-
ing; it shows, as much as any work I know of, how contemporary and
historical work illuminate one another. Whether or not its grand project
succeeds in the end, the arguments go very deep and count as a major
contribution to moral theory.

Moreover, the focal notion of the second-person standpoint and its
connection with accountability resonates in an exciting way with recent
developments in moral and political theory. I’ll conclude with two
examples.

As for political philosophy, John Rawls’s transition in the middle
and later periods of his work on justice involves a decidedly second-
personal turn. What is crucial to this turn is making explicit a special
conception of justification. The appropriate notion of justification, in
political liberalism, is justification to others, as distinct from the abstract
derivation of principles from correct starting points. This makes nor-
mative political theory a fundamentally second-personal enterprise.

Second, the connection between morality and accountability is ex-
plicit in Scanlon’s contractualism. What we owe one another, substan-
tively, is derived from the notion of agreement that defines the con-
tractualist form of practical reasoning. More formally but fundamentally,

14. At the end of chap. 9, Darwall identifies dignity “conceived as second-personal
authority” as “the fundamental notion.”
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what we owe one another is to constrain our practical reason by that
framework, that is, to treat others in ways that they can see as justifiable
(insofar as they are reasonable). This obligation is more fundamental
than the obligation not to trample your garden or your toes (without
your permission) because it is not itself a product of contractualist moral
reasoning but an obligation to submit to such reasoning. It is, as it were,
the ur -obligation. And this obligation just means that we are accountable
to others to reason from a standpoint that others share. I think Darwall
is importantly right to see contractualism as relying on a more basic
notion of second-personal relations.

This content downloaded from 146.86.206.174 on Wed, 01 Mar 2017 20:29:40 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms


